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This book is dedicated to the memory of my father, 
James Leonard Arthur (1929–71), 

one of whom the world was not worthy.
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Lord, her watch thy church is keeping;  
When shall earth thy rule obey?  
When shall end the night of weeping?  
When shall break the promised day?  
See the whitening harvest languish,  
Waiting still the labourer’s toil;  
Was it vain, thy Son’s deep anguish?  
Shall the strong retain the spoil?

Tidings sent to every creature;  
Millions yet have never heard;  
Can they hear without a preacher?  
Let the gospel trumpet sound,  
Witnessing a world’s salvation  
To the earth’s remotest bound.

Then the end: thy church completed,  
All thy chosen gathered in,  
With their King in glory seated;  
Satan bound, and banished sin;  
Gone for ever parting, weeping,  
Hunger, sorrow, death and pain:  
Lo! her watch thy church is keeping;  
Come, Lord Jesus, come to reign!

Henry Downton (1818–85)
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Preface

I cannot calculate the debt I owe to the members of Free Grace 
Baptist Church in Lancaster for their kindness in asking me 
to become their pastor back in 1988. In doing so they both 

paid me the most enormous compliment and placed a burden 
upon me which no mortal can ever properly discharge. I would 
like to acknowledge my particular indebtedness to the regulars 
who attend the mid-week Bible study. This book would never 
have been written were it not for the stimulus given by their 
enthusiastic and discriminating reception of a series of Bible 
studies on 1 and 2 Thessalonians.

While this book was in its gestation period, I picked the 
brains of several men who have written better books than this 
one. Their names, and the titles of the books in question, are 
mentioned in Appendix II.

I have deliberately avoided using footnotes because I set out 
to write for that extraordinary phenomenon known as the 
‘ordinary Christian’. This may mean that I have unwittingly 
quoted from various sources without giving proper recognition. 
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If such quotations have crept in unawares, and are brought 
to my attention, I undertake to correct the matter if the 
book is ever reprinted. Much of the material in Appendix I is 
adapted from a similar appendix in The Restoration of Israel by 
Erroll Hulse of Leeds. I am grateful for his permission to lift a 
considerable proportion of it whole from his work and to tinker 
with other parts of it. Scripture quotations throughout are 
from the New King James Version of the Holy Scriptures, unless 
otherwise stated.

The staff of Evangelical Press have been enormously patient 
with a tardy first-time author and my wife, Barbara, has put 
up with me whenever I have moaned about deadlines or the 
wayward behaviour of a computer which sometimes shows signs 
of the effects of the Fall. Computers, of course, are wonderfully 
convenient scapegoats. Poor things, they uncomplainingly take 
the blame for all manner of things that are not remotely their 
fault. The blame for the many imperfections of this book rests 
with me, and with me alone! But if, in the course of time, it 
helps to bring one soul an inch nearer the kingdom of God, 
or helps one of Christ’s dear children to a more complete 
understanding of a small portion of the vast treasure-hoard of 
Scripture, the effort involved in writing it will have been amply 
rewarded.

J. Philip Arthur
October 1996
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Introduction

Who were the Thessalonians and why did the apostle 
Paul write two letters to them? The answer to the 
first question is straightforward. The Thessalonians 

were a group of Christians living in Thessalonica, a Greek city 
on the northern shore of the Aegean Sea. Nowadays it is known 
as Salonica and is the second-largest city in modern Greece. 
Paul’s connection with the place dates back to the time of his 
second missionary journey. Together with his friend Silas, he 
had been travelling throughout the different provinces of Asia 
Minor seeking to preach the gospel and plant churches. In due 
course they reached the port of Troas (see Acts 16:8). At this point 
in his journey, Paul was undecided about his next move. He had 
originally intended to travel north into the province of Bithynia 
on the Black Sea coast of Asia Minor. This came to nothing when 
Paul received guidance from the Holy Spirit that God had other 
plans for him (Acts 16:7). Troas lay on the eastern shore of the 
Aegean Sea. The as yet unevangelized continent of Europe lay on 
the other side. This would be a tantalizing prospect for Paul who 
was consumed with longing to carry the gospel to regions of the 
world where the name of Jesus was completely unknown (Romans 
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15:20). The issue was resolved when God intervened and sent Paul 
a vision (Acts 16:9). A man whose clothing indicated that he came 
from the province of Macedonia was pleading with him: ‘Come 
over to Macedonia and help us’ (Acts 16:9). What could Paul do 
with such a clear summons from God but obey? And what better 
place to start than the capital of Macedonia, the flourishing city of 
Thessalonica?

What kind of place was Thessalonica?
There is a brief account of Paul’s visit to Thessalonica in Acts 
17:1–9. A place of considerable importance, it was founded 
in 315  bc on the site of an earlier city by Cassander, an officer 
of Alexander the Great. He called it Thessalonica because he 
wished to dedicate the city to a lady of that name, the half-
sister of Alexander. During the next century, Rome became the 
dominant power in the region and Macedonia was absorbed 
into the expanding Roman Empire. In the early decades of the 
first century bc, the security of the Roman state was threatened 
by civil war. Competing generals fought to control what was 
then the Roman Republic. During these turbulent years, the 
peoples of the Empire looked on anxiously, wondering which 
of the rivals would come out on top. As far as Thessalonica was 
concerned, the outcome could not have been better. She made 
a wise choice and sided with the eventual victor, Augustus, who 
became the first Roman Emperor. This loyalty was rewarded 
when Thessalonica was made the capital of the province of 
Macedonia. It was also awarded the status of a free city and 
enjoyed considerable self-government under locally appointed 
rulers called ‘politarchs’. It had a substantial harbour and was 
located on the main east-west highway in the region, which 
made it an important route centre. To Paul’s mind, it was 
the ideal place to begin a programme of evangelism on the 
continent of Europe.
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Paul in Thessalonica
Paul did not stay long in Thessalonica. In line with his usual 
practice, he began his mission by going to the synagogue of 
the well-established Jewish community. Altogether he spent 
just three Sabbaths there (Acts 17:2). His time was given over 
to careful and systematic exposition from the Old Testament 
Scriptures (note the verbs ‘reasoned’, ‘explaining’ and 
‘demonstrating’ in Acts 17:2–3). The purpose of this exposition 
was to demonstrate that the ‘Christ’ had to ‘suffer and rise again 
from the dead’.

Some were clearly persuaded, including Gentile ‘God-fearers’ 
and the wives of prominent members of the community (Acts 
17:4). The fact that these people ‘joined Paul and Silas’ suggests 
that they became the nucleus of a church. We know the names 
of two of them: Aristarchus and Secundus (Acts 20:4; 27:2). 
This was an encouraging beginning, but it would be a mistake 
to suppose that these people were won round solely by Paul’s 
eloquence. God was at work! (1  Thessalonians 1:5). In addition 
to these Gentiles who had attached themselves to the Jewish 
community, it is clear that a substantial number of Paul’s 
converts had once been pagan idolaters (1 Thessalonians 1:9–10).

In the meantime, the other Jews, jealous of the inroads that 
Paul was making on their adherents, responded angrily and 
gathered a mob to attack the house where he was staying. It is 
probably a mercy that they did not find him there at the time. 
At any rate, they seized Jason, his host, and dragged him before 
the authorities, claiming that he was harbouring men who had 
‘turned the world upside down’ (Acts 17:6). This expression is 
now proverbial in English. We use it when someone has caused a 
big stir. Paul’s accusers meant much more than that. It amounts 
to an accusation of sedition. Paul and Silas were being accused 
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of an attempt to topple the authorities. Although this charge 
was completely unfounded, the incident only ended when Jason 
was bound over to keep the peace (Acts 17:9), which meant that 
he had to guarantee that Paul would not return to Thessalonica. 
No doubt some harsh penalty would have been imposed on 
Jason if Paul had come back. This would go a long way to 
explain why Paul, ejected after a comparatively short stay in 
Thessalonica, felt that he could not return (1 Thessalonians 2:18).

Why study 1 Thessalonians?
This epistle vies with Galatians for the claim to be the earliest 
portion of the New Testament to have been written. Its value 
to the modern Christian is closely tied in with Paul’s reasons 
for writing it. It seems likely that he was writing from Corinth, 
somewhere in the period ad 51–53. His stay in Thessalonica had 
been brief. He obviously felt very keenly the fact that he had 
not been able to give the believers the depth of instruction that 
they needed. In addition, his departure had been occasioned by 
an outburst of persecution. Was the infant church standing up 
to it? Furthermore, ‘a great multitude’ (Acts 17:4) had professed 
faith. Had it all been a flash in the pan? In order to alleviate his 
concerns, Paul had sent Timothy to Thessalonica to see how 
things stood. The news had been reassuring, so much so that 
Paul expressed himself in an exuberant way: ‘Now we really live’ 
(1 Thessalonians 3:8, NIV). Nevertheless, Timothy’s report made 
it clear that problems needed to be addressed. In the way that 
he dealt with these problems, Paul has left the church in all ages 
with teaching ideally suited for Christians facing a number of 
challenges.

1. It is an epistle for all who are concerned about evangelism
The church in Thessalonica was having to deal with a 
whispering campaign. Paul himself was the object of the attack. 
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Jewish opponents of the church hoped to undermine it by 
denigrating his character. Among other things, they alleged that 
he was trying to make money out of the believers (2:9). It also 
seems that they made capital out of the fact that Paul had not 
returned to Thessalonica (2:18). On the face of it, this laid the 
apostle open to the charge that he had abandoned his friends. 
Paul’s approach was to tackle this head-on (chapters 1 and 2). He 
took great pains to defend himself against the accusations of his 
detractors. From the point of view of the modern Christian, this 
is invaluable. We have a priceless opportunity to find out what 
made Paul tick, to look into the heart of the man and discover 
the burning passion for Christ and his gospel which made him 
the man that he was. If we have any concern to see other people 
brought to faith in Christ, we could not do better than take a 
good look at Paul. He is a superb role-model for any Christian 
who wants to be a committed yet responsible evangelist.

2. It is an epistle for all who are concerned about the last things
Some members of the church were puzzled. What was going to 
happen when God finally brought the affairs of this world to a 
conclusion? They knew that Jesus had promised to come back, 
but what would be the nature of his return and how would it 
affect those who had already fallen asleep? (4:13). Paul’s response 
(4:13–5:11), taken together with further teaching on the same 
theme in 2  Thessalonians 2:1–12, has left us with two of the 
clearest statements in the whole New Testament about the 
Second Coming of Christ and the end of the age. Every chapter 
in 1 Thessalonians ends with a reference to the Second Coming!

3. It is an epistle for all who want to live well for Jesus
Many of the converts in Thessalonica had come to Christ from a 
pagan background. They needed help to appreciate the demands 
of their new-found faith. Paul was concerned to leave them in 
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no doubt about implications of holiness in such areas as sexual 
morality and the need to live an orderly life that would not 
bring the gospel into disrepute (4:1–12; 5:12–28). Because we 
live in a post-Christian society, it is increasingly likely that we 
shall see people brought to faith in Christ who have not been 
exposed to much Christian teaching or to Christian morality. 
Like the young converts in first-century Thessalonica, they will 
emerge from a background of religious pluralism and a moral 
climate where anything goes. We cannot take it for granted that 
people like that will automatically know how to live for God. 
If the next generation of converts is to be effective, it will need 
to give serious attention to Paul’s counsel to young believers in 
Thessalonica twenty centuries ago.
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Part 1 

1 Thessalonians
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1 

Paul greets the Thessalonians

Please read 1 Thessalonians 1:1–4

Paul’s greeting (1:1)

When I see a letter on the doormat, the first thought 
that crosses my mind is: ‘Who is it from?’ Sometimes 
the handwriting on the envelope will tell me. If it 

comes from a part of the country where I don’t know many 
people, the postmark may provide a clue to the identity of the 
sender. But if the franking is blurred, I may have to rely on the 
address at the top of the letter. Nevertheless, I often find I have 
to turn to the end of the letter before my curiosity is satisfied 
and I can begin reading it. If all else fails, I can expect to find the 
name of my correspondent there. In the ancient world, things 
were done differently. Letters usually began with the name of 
the sender, which is why Paul wrote his name before he wrote 
anything else. Two other names are mentioned, those of Silas, 
who is called by the Latin form of his name, Silvanus, and 
Timothy. These two men had worked alongside Paul during his 
stay in Thessalonica.
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It was also a convention of first-century letter-writing 
to include a prayer, seeking the blessing of the gods on the 
recipient. No doubt a considerable measure of tact was 
sometimes involved in remembering which of the many 
deities available was the favourite of the individual concerned. 
The apostle, however, did not need to ransack the enormous 
catalogue of pagan gods to find a point of contact with his 
readers. Instead, he expressed his desire that they might enjoy 
grace and peace ‘from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ’.

In writing as he did, Paul echoed the conventional form of 
words in use at the time. Instead of the Greek word for ‘greeting’ 
he used a similar-sounding word which means ‘grace’. To this 
he added the Greek version of the familiar Jewish greeting, 
‘Shalom’, or ‘Peace’. This was much more than mere formal 
politeness. Grace and peace are two of the loveliest words in the 
Christian vocabulary.

Grace is the undeserved favour of God, his kindness to those 
who merit his wrath and condemnation. Human sinfulness 
means that we are entitled to feel the weight of divine anger 
against sin. What a relief to know that God is merciful! Grace 
prompted him to send his Son into the world to live and die in 
the place of sinners.

Peace follows naturally on from grace. Because God is 
gracious, it is gloriously possible for those who have offended 
him to be reconciled to him. Where once there were enmity 
and estrangement, now there is peace, and since God no longer 
has a quarrel against his people, they can be at peace within and 
among themselves. It follows that the word ‘peace’ involves more 
than the absence of war: it includes what Leon Morris calls ‘a 
flourishing state of soul’.
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Paul’s friends in Thessalonica had already experienced the 
grace of God in their lives, together with the peace which flows 
from it. Had this not been the case, they would not have been 
Christians at all. Nevertheless, it was his earnest longing that 
they might enjoy these blessings to a much greater degree.

The church of the Thessalonians (1:1–4)
Paul clearly had a good memory. It seems that he was in the 
habit of praying for his friends in Thessalonica in a disciplined 
and conscientious way. He prayed for them all. No one was 
left out. We learn something of the content of his prayers for 
them later in the epistle (3:11–13), but at this stage the dominant 
thought in his mind was thanksgiving. He was very grateful to 
God that his saving mercy had brought these people into his 
life. For what did the apostle give thanks? There were certain 
qualities evident in the lives of these believers which showed 
that God was at work. In this respect, the church at Thessalonica 
was typical of every local gathering of believers ever since.

1. A church rooted in God
The believers in Thessalonica could have been excused if they 
had felt that their situation was precarious. The church was a 
few months old at most. Unlike many churches today, there was 
no core of experienced members who could provide maturity 
and stability. There had been little time to acquire a grasp of 
Christian teaching or to come to terms with the demands of 
Christian behaviour. They were still raw recruits. Moreover they 
faced the additional pressures of being denied access to Paul 
himself, combined with persecution from the wider community. 
It would have been very tempting to have been seized by 
pessimism.

How could a handful of inexperienced believers, ignorant 
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of the finer points of doctrine and still adjusting to their new 
Christian lifestyle, hope to weather the storm of persecution? 
Paul understood that it would certainly help if they could 
acquire a firm grasp of their true identity. This explains his 
choice of words in verse 1. They were not merely the church in 
Thessalonica; they were a church ‘in God the Father and the Lord 
Jesus Christ’.

The word ‘church’ is itself highly significant. The way in which 
it is used in everyday speech is rather confusing. Most people 
use it to describe a building where religious services are held. 
(‘Turn left just after the parish church.’) Paul had something else 
in mind. He used a Greek word which referred to a gathering of 
people who had assembled for some shared purpose. His friends 
had come together because they had something in common.

Each one knew what it meant to be ‘in God’ and ‘in Jesus 
Christ’. This is rich terminology. We first meet it in John 15:1–8, 
where Jesus pictured his disciples as the branches of a vine. He, 
of course, is the vine and the branches are in him and must 
continue to draw their life from him. In similar fashion, Paul 
himself describes Christians as being ‘in Christ’ in the same 
way that limbs and organs are part of a human body (Romans 
12:5). Both ideas, the branches of the vine and the parts of the 
body, do more than say that believers belong to God. They 
make the point that the relationship between God and his 
people is extraordinarily close. They share in his life. While 
it was undoubtedly true that the Christians in Thessalonica 
were green and untried, they still had considerable grounds for 
encouragement. Had not the Lord himself identified with them 
in the closest measure? In the same way, modern believers facing 
an uphill struggle can comfort themselves with the thought that 
though they may be very weak, God is committed to them and 
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will no more discard them than a mighty oak would jettison one 
of its branches or a strong man his right arm.

2. A church characterized by faith, love and hope
One of the most impressive aspects of Paul’s service for Christ 
was his prayer life. His friends in Thessalonica were a small 
fraction of a numerous company of people who never left his 
thoughts. His prayers for them were marked by a deep sense of 
thanksgiving (1:2–4). He rejoiced with gratitude because certain 
qualities were evident in their lives. Three qualities stood out, 
and these are as essential for the well-being of a church now as 
they were then. They are faith, love and hope.

Faith. A true church is made up of people who have faith in 
Jesus Christ. People without such faith are not Christians, and 
any collection of individuals without it, however religious they 
might be, is not a church. Faith includes the idea of confidence; 
it is convinced that Jesus can be trusted. I can rightly claim to 
have such faith if I am confident that a holy God will accept 
his sinless life in place of my lifetime of moral failure. I can rest 
assured that when the Son of God died at Calvary, he took my 
place, willingly enduring the wrath of God so that I need not do 
so. The Christians at Thessalonica had entrusted their eternal 
well-being to the Lord of glory, convinced that he loved them 
and had given himself for them (Galatians 2:20). Do you have 
faith? Be assured that no one will ever ask you a more important 
question. You can answer in the affirmative if you have entrusted 
all that you are to all that Jesus is, if you are relying upon his life 
and death in the place of sinners to atone for your sins and 
secure your peace with God.

Paul thanked God for his friends in Thessalonica because 
their faith was productive. He spoke of their ‘work of faith’. Paul 
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was often in the habit of contrasting faith and works. It was 
necessary that he should, for the human heart has a persistent 
tendency to seize hold of the idea that we can work our way 
into the favour of God. Nevertheless, true faith is not sterile, but 
active. Elsewhere, Paul said that it works ‘through love’ (Gal. 5:6). 
James tells us that ‘Faith by itself, if it does not have works, is 
dead’ (James 2:17). He went on to insist that the only solid proof 
that a person truly has faith in God is his life of obedience to 
God (James 2:18).

Love. A true church is made up of people who love God and 
who love one another. The apostle John tells us that the person 
who does not love in this way ‘does not know God’ (1  John 
4:8). This is because love of this kind does not arise naturally 
in the human heart. Until we are transformed by the grace of 
God, we are incapable of it. When such love is present, it is the 
response of a renewed heart to the love of God. ‘We love him 
because he first loved us’ (1  John 4:19). The love of Christ for 
his people brought him from the glory of heaven to the squalor 
of Bethlehem’s stable, kept him steadfast throughout a life of 
sorrow and delivered him up to the horror of Calvary, a horror 
that included not only wounds and bleeding, hunger and thirst, 
but also the undiluted wrath of God against the sin of his people. 
Who could not love him in return? The fact that some people 
cannot find it in themselves to do so is a sad commentary on the 
hardness of human hearts.

It also needs to be observed that when the love of God is shed 
abroad in a believer’s heart (Romans 5:5), there will be love for 
other Christians. In the first place, it is a moral necessity: ‘If 
God so loved us, we also ought to love one another’ (1 John 4:11, 
emphasis added). Secondly, when a person who claims to have a 
stake in the love of Christ cannot find it in himself to love other 
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believers, it poses a question about his genuineness: ‘He who 
does not love his brother whom he has seen, how can he love 
God whom he has not seen?’ (1 John 4:20).

When Paul thanked God for the love that was evident in the 
lives of his brothers and sisters in Thessalonica, he was not 
referring to something abstract and insubstantial but something 
tough and practical. He wrote about their ‘labour of love’. This 
expression has a slightly different meaning in modern English 
from the one that Paul intended. Nowadays, a labour of love is 
a generous action performed purely for the sake of it. Many a 
man gives up an evening or two a week to coach a boys’ football 
team for no other reason than that he enjoys doing so! The love 
that Paul had in mind, however, was the self-giving love that 
characterizes God himself, the love that reached out to us ‘while 
we were still sinners’ (Romans 5:8). In effect, the believers in 
Thessalonica had begun to imitate the Saviour. Both within the 
church and outside it, they were making a determined effort to 
love the unlovely and to do so with strenuous exertion.

Hope. Like faith and love, hope is an essential component 
of the make-up of every true believer. Once again we need to 
recognize the fact that the word ‘hope’, as we use it in everyday 
English, does not really convey what Paul intended. Nowadays 
the word has a speculative ring to it. ‘Shall we have a white 
Christmas this year? I hope so!’ The person who says such things 
means that he is not certain how things will turn out, but feels 
optimistic. Our modern usage of the word is neatly summed up 
in that sarcastic remark that ‘Marriage is a triumph of hope over 
experience.’ Here is a person who ought to know better, but in 
spite of the evidence of failed marriages all around him, retains 
his sunny optimism that his wedding day will usher in a lifetime 
of shared happiness!
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Paul had something very different in view. It was his 
conviction that the Christian can anticipate a golden future 
with complete confidence. It is not a matter of likelihood or 
probabilities but of absolute certainty. Jesus will return and 
make all things new. The matter is not in doubt. Michael 
Faraday, the eminent Victorian physicist, made no secret of his 
Christian faith. While he lay on his deathbed, he was chided: 
‘Where are your speculations now, Michael?’ ‘Speculations?’, he 
retorted, ‘I’m dealing in certainties!’ The same mood had gripped 
the believers in first-century Thessalonica.

This hope of theirs was patient. The patience in question is 
not the resignation of the stoic, the ‘grit your teeth and get on 
with it’ attitude of the person who likes to appear completely 
unmoved by adverse circumstances. The Christian anticipates 
the return of his Saviour with calm confidence. Buoyed up by 
this hope, he can endure the shocks of life in a resilient and 
cheerful spirit. Whatever things might be like in the short term, 
it will all turn out well in the end.

3. A church chosen by God
Like all the people of God in every era of Christian history, the 
men and women who made up the fellowship in Thessalonica 
had been chosen by God. The word ‘election’ simply means 
choice. No more than five years may pass in the United Kingdom 
without a general election being held so that those people who 
are entitled to vote can say whom they would prefer to represent 
them in Parliament. A nationwide secret ballot ensures that the 
choice of the majority is respected in each constituency. The 
biblical doctrine of election simply means that God ordains to 
eternal life all who come to faith in Christ (Acts 13:48). He did so 
‘before the foundation of the world’ for no other reason than the 
‘good pleasure of his will’ (Ephesians 1:4–5). Election, however, is 
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not arbitrary, a random choice along the lines of ‘Eeny-meeny-
miny-mo’. While God saves those whom he is pleased to save, he 
does so because he loves them. This is not to say that he loves 
and therefore chooses certain people because they are worthy of 
it. No one deserves the electing love of God. Christians are not 
chosen because they are holy. They are chosen in order that they 
might become holy (Ephesians 1:4).

Some believers appear to be very nervous when they are 
confronted with the Bible’s teaching on this subject, as though 
they fear that their repentance from sin and faith in Christ 
might all turn out to be futile because, in spite of it all, they 
were not among the secret number of the elect. No Christian 
need ever give way to such fears. Paul said that he knew that 
his friends in Thessalonica were chosen by God. He knew it, 
not because he had secret access to the heavenly equivalent of 
classified information, but because election has consequences. 
Chosen people exhibit faith, love and hope. No one who has 
entrusted himself to the mercy of Christ, who finds himself 
overwhelmed with a sense of love and gratitude to God for all 
that Jesus has achieved and who looks forward with longing 
to the Saviour’s return will ultimately find that none of this 
counted for anything because the mystery of divine election had 
passed him by. His faith in Christ, love for Christ and confident 
expectation that Christ will come again as he has promised are 
proof positive that he is among the chosen of God.


