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UNIT 1: Practical Christian Living (1 and 2 Thessalonians) 

December 5, 2004

LESSON 1

Live as Christian Examples

STUDY TEXT: 1 Thessalonians 1:1 – 2:20

PRINTED TEXT: 1 Thessalonians 1:5-8; 2:1-12

1 Thessalonians 1:5 Our gospel came not unto you in word only, but also in power, and in the Holy Ghost, and in much assurance; as ye know what manner of men we were among you for your sake. 

6 And ye became followers of us, and of the Lord, having received the word in much affliction, with joy of the Holy Ghost:

7 So that ye were examples to all that believe in Macedonia and Achaia. 

8 For from you sounded out the word of the Lord not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith to God-ward is spread abroad; so that we need not to speak any thing. 

2:1 For yourselves, brethren, know our entrance in unto you, that it was not in vain: 

2 But even after that we had suffered before, and were shamefully entreated, as ye know, at Philippi, we were bold in our God to speak unto you the gospel of God with much contention.

3 For our exhortation was not of deceit, nor of uncleanness, nor in guile:

4 But as we were allowed of God to be put in trust with the gospel, even so we speak; not as pleasing men, but God, which trieth our hearts.

5 For neither at any time used we flattering words, as ye know, nor a cloak of covetousness; God is witness:

6 Nor of men sought we glory, neither of you, nor yet of others, when we might have been burdensome, as the apostles of Christ. 

7 But we were gentle among you, even as a nurse cherisheth her children:

8 So being affectionately desirous of you, we were willing to have imparted unto you, not the gospel of God only, but also our own souls, because ye were dear unto us.

9 For ye remember, brethren, our labour and travail: for labouring night and day, because we would not be chargeable unto any of you, we preached unto you the gospel of God.

10 Ye are witnesses, and God also, how holily and justly and unblameably we behaved ourselves among you that believe: 

11 As ye know how we exhorted and comforted and charged every one of you, as a father doth his children,

12 That ye would walk worthy of God, who hath called you unto his kingdom and glory. 

BIBLE FOCUS: “Our gospel came not unto you in word only, but also in power, and in the Holy Ghost, and in much assurance; as ye know what manner of men we were among you for your sake.” –1 Thessalonians 1:5 

Lesson Objective

To recognize that effective Christian living depends on God’s power and model the Christian life. 

Central Truth

The Holy Spirit empowers believers to live as Christian examples.

Evangelism Emphasis

The unsaved are drawn to Christ when Christians reflect His love and character.

Lesson Outline

1. Empowered by the Holy Spirit. 1 Thessalonians 1:5-10

2. Approved by God. 1 Thessalonians 2:1-6

3. Motivated by God. 1 Thessalonians 2:7-12 

Study Helps for the Lesson
Clarifying the Text

1 Thessalonians 1:8 – “From you sounded out the word of the Lord not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith to God-ward is spread abroad; so that we need not to speak any thing.” The NIV renders this passage “The Lord’s message rang out from you….” The expression “sounded out” is used only here in Scripture. Paul may have had in mind the analogy of a trumpet, as he used in the Corinthian letter where he referred to “sounding brass” (1 Corinthians 13:1). This metaphor suggests that a sound is heard spreading out from a center. These are words of commendation for a congregation that had boldly and clearly communicated the gospel message throughout the region. The apostle is saying that no further commentary is needed on his part, for their testimony has already resounded effectively.

1 Thessalonians 2:2 – “Even after that we had suffered before, and were shamefully entreated, as ye know, at Philippi, we were bold in our God to speak unto you the gospel of God with much contention.” Here Paul is alluding to the abuse he had received in Philippi at the hands of Roman officials (Acts 16:19-40). The phrase “shamefully entreated” means insulting and outrageous treatment which is “calculated publicly to insult and openly to humiliate the person who suffers from it.”
 The reader of Acts is reminded that when Paul left Philippi, he went to Thessalonica. The inclusion of the expression “as ye know” is a reminder that the body of believers to whom he is writing witnessed firsthand his sufferings and may have tended to his wounds as the jailer had done (Acts 16:33). The closing phrase of this verse (“with much contention”) is clearer in the NASB: “amid much opposition,” and the NIV: “in spite of strong opposition.” Paul had overcome much adversity to proclaim the Gospel to them faithfully.

1 Thessalonians 2:8 – “So being affectionately desirous of you, we were willing to have imparted unto you, not the gospel of God only, but also our own souls, because ye were dear unto us.” The phrase “affectionately desirous” is from a Greek word that was found on a grave inscription describing the parents’ sad yearning for their dead child. It seems to denote a deep affection and attraction.
 Paul seems to be saying that he, Silas, and Timothy had not only faithfully preached to the Thessalonians, but had also poured their very lives out for them. 

Historical Background

The ancient city of Thessalonica was originally named Therma from a famous hot springs in the area. But 300 years before the time of Christ, Cassander, king of Macedonia, had renamed it in honor of the sister of Alexander the Great.
 Thessalonica was the chief city of Macedonia. It was located 100 miles west of Philippi along a major east-west roadway to Rome. It was a commercially oriented city with a population exceeding 200,000. 

On his second missionary journey, the apostle Paul came to this thriving city to preach the gospel (Acts 17:1-10). Paul’s custom when arriving in a new locale was to go to the Jewish synagogue, where he would have an open forum in which to speak. In Thessalonica, Paul ministered in this setting for approximately three weeks. According to the passage from Acts, a large group of Gentile proselytes (“devout Greeks”) responded to his gospel presentation. 

This result angered the orthodox Jews who were present. They engineered a mob scene to embarrass Paul, Silas, and the other Christians. The newly converted believers thought it best for Paul and his party to leave for their safety. Paul and Silas escaped by night and went to Berea, some 40 miles away. So great was the hostility of the opponents in Thessalonica, they pursued the evangelists to that city and endeavored to stir up chaos there as well. This prompted Paul to leave his associates in Berea, while he journeyed alone to Athens. 

Later, when young Timothy joined the apostle in Athens, Paul sent him back to Thessalonica with a message of encouragement for the new believers there (1 Thessalonians 3:1-3). Later, Timothy met up with Paul at Corinth (Acts 18:5). He gave him a report of the condition and work of the Thessalonian believers. This glistening report so moved Paul that he wrote a response to these Christians. This is the document we know as 1 Thessalonians. He thus penned this letter in late A.D. 50 or early A.D. 51, making it among the earliest New Testament books written. 

Literary Background

Almost half of the 27 books that make up the New Testament came from the pen of the apostle Paul. His 13 epistles are usually classified in three distinct categories:

1. Prison Epistles. The “prison epistles” are thus named because Paul wrote them while he himself was incarcerated. This collection includes Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon. 

2. Pastoral Epistles. The “pastoral epistles” are aptly designated, for they were written to young pastors near the end of Paul’s earthly life. This group consists of 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus. 

3. Church Epistles. This leaves six letters which are often called the “church epistles” because they were written to local congregations in the prime years of his ministry. Romans, Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, and 1 and 2 Thessalonians are placed in this category. Paul was quite familiar with most of these churches, having spent considerable time in ministry in several of these places. For example, he stayed 3 years in Ephesus and 18 months in Corinth. His stay in Thessalonica was unique, in that he had probably not been there much longer than a few weeks. As noted above, he had to make a premature exodus from the city. 1 Thessalonians is thus a very special document, for it provides us with Paul’s first dialogue with these precious believers after he left them. 

The five chapters in 1 Thessalonians can be divided into two noticeable sections. Chapters 1-3 are personal; chapters 4 and 5 are practical. In the former he offers encouragement for their faith and refutes false charges being made by his enemies. In the latter he corrects errors circulating among the people, including a tendency toward moral laxness and confusion about the second coming. In the two chapters of this lesson, an ideal church is described in chapter one and an ideal pastor or Christian servant in chapter two.

Plan Ahead

( INVESTIGATION: Contact the pastor or church historian and ask about acquiring a brief history of your congregation. Be prepared to share this information in an opening segment. If your church is fairly new, compare it to Thessalonians’ church. If your church is several decades old, contrast it with the Thessalonians’ church.

( SUPPLIES: Secure a large map of Paul’s missionary journeys. You will also need a marker board, erasable markers, and pencils.

( TESTIMONY: In advance, select a member of your class who has attended your church the longest. During Point 2 of the Lesson Outline, ask him or her to reflect for two minutes on some memory that harmonizes with 1 Thessalonians 2:1-6. 

Introducing the Lesson

( HISTORY LESSON: Share with your class a brief history of your congregation. Compare or contrast it with the “new” congregation at Thessalonica.

( MAP: Use a large map of Paul’s missionary journeys from the Book of Acts. Show the sequence of events beginning with his travels to Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, and Corinth. Relate an overview of the significance of these locales to today’s lesson.

The Power of the Word
1. Empowered by the Holy Spirit

(1 Thessalonians 1:5-10)

COMMENTARY

A Receptive Truth – 1 Thessalonians 1:5. “Our gospel came not unto you in word only, but also in power, and in the Holy Ghost, and in much assurance; as ye know what manner of men we were among you for your sake.” Although Paul is affirmed as the primary author of this letter, it should be noted that many of the New Testament letters were composed by coauthors. In verse one of this chapter, Paul opened by acknowledging that Silvanus (Silas) and Timotheus (Timothy) are contributors to this correspondence. The reader should be reminded that Silas became Paul’s associate after the episode of contention that arose between Paul and Barnabas over John Mark. The result was that Silas became Paul’s coworker on the apostle’s second missionary journey (Acts 15:40 – 18:6). He thus helped pioneer the Thessalonian church and was also a recipient of the sufferings administered there. 

Evidently, Timothy was not involved in planting the Thessalonian church, but he became the courier between Paul and the people after the apostle’s departure from the city. When Paul used plural pronouns such as “our,” he no doubt was referring to these men. It wasn’t with the mere rhetoric of men, but rather the divinely energized power of God that had accompanied the presentation of the gospel message in their midst. (Paul made a similar observation in 1 Corinthians 2:4.) 

The phrase “in much assurance” attests to Paul’s own certainty that the message would transform their lives, even as it had his own (Romans 1:16). The latter language of this verse indicates that the Thessalonians had not only heard their message; they had also seen their lives. The consistency between the two provided an irrefutable example for the listeners in that city. The result was predictable: “Ye became followers of us, and of the Lord, having received the word in much affliction, with joy of the Holy Ghost” (v. 6). The gospel worked! The Thessalonians’ behavior changed. The Greek word for “followers” has the sense of “imitators.” They began to imitate the missionaries who had won them, and eventually they sought to imitate Christ, who is the best pattern of all. Their “imitation” took on visible form by their suffering because of their conversion and their great Spirit-given joy in the midst of adversity. 

A Resounding Testimony – 1 Thessalonians 1:7. “So that ye were examples to all that believe in Macedonia and Achaia.” This is high praise indeed, for Paul observed that the Thessalonian believers themselves had become a pattern for others to emulate. The significance is magnified when one considers that this is the only congregation Paul ever called an example. These believers were models not only to the heathen, but also to the Christians throughout Greece.

After announcing the fact of their influence (v. 7), Paul went on to explain how it was manifested: “For from you sounded out the word of the Lord…” (v. 8). Like the echoing reverberations of a trumpet’s blast or cascading peals of thunder, so the gospel proclaimed by this loyal band of believers had permeated the known world of their day. Paul added that the faith of the Thessalonians was known so universally, it warranted no further commentary from him. It is significant to recall that the mob in Thessalonica that persecuted Paul in the narrative in Acts cried out, “… These [are they who] have turned the world upside down …” (Acts 17:6). How remarkable that the church was now carrying on the legacy of its Founder!

A Radical Transformation – 1 Thessalonians 1:9. “They themselves show of us what manner of entering in we had unto you, and how ye turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God.” Here Paul explicitly described the transformation that had occurred as a result of entering into an evangelistic relationship with the Thessalonians. This passage strongly hints that many of these believers had been pagan Gentiles. The Jews, by contrast, abhorred idolatry. (The exile into Babylonian captivity had cured this tendency in their ranks once and for all.) 

As with all converts, something must be turned from and something turned to. Paul’s contrast is between the nonexistent idols to the living and personable God. He frequently pointed out this contrast in his letter writing (Romans 1:18-25; 1 Corinthians 12:2, 3). The closing verse of this chapter continues, “And to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, even Jesus, which delivered us from the wrath to come.” Paul began this letter by commending them for the trilogy of “your work of faith, and labour of love, and patience of hope…” (1:3). Here he

elaborates on these: Their “work of faith” was to turn from idols. Their “labour of love” was

to serve the true and living God. Their “patience of hope” was to wait for His Son.

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( OBSERVATION: All five chapters in 1 Thessalonians conclude with a reference to the second coming of Jesus. (1:10; 2:19; 3:13; 4:13-18; 5:23) This is evidence that this doctrine is one of the major themes of the entire letter. 
( MARKER BOARD: Write the words WALK and TALK in parallel columns. In parentheses under WALK write the word examples – verse 7. Under TALK write the words sounded out – verse 8. Ask the class in what ways you are fulfilling or could be fulfilling these in our day.

( DISCUSSION: Like people, every church has a reputation. Engage the class in a dialogue about what they perceive the reputation of their congregation to be both in the community and in surrounding or affiliated churches. 

2. Approved by God

(1 Thessalonians 2:1-6)

COMMENTARY

A Reminder of Ministry – 1 Thessalonians 2:1. “Yourselves, brethren, know our entrance in unto you, that it was not in vain.” Having enunciated the virtues of the Thessalonian congregation, Paul proceeded to vindicate himself against opposing charges. As he recalls his time with them, it is apparent that some outside the church were charging him with impure motives and improper conduct. Paul’s language here suggests that he was calling on the church to remember his ministry and to note it was not a failure. Evidently, he was being accused of cowardice for fleeing the city and leaving others to suffer in his stead. 

Who were the opponents creating such accusations? The best speculation centers on jealous Jews who had seen Greek “God-fearers” converted, and/or relatives of pagan Gentiles who had been converted to Christ.
 In verse two he reminded them of his boldness at Philippi beforehand and also after arriving in their city to preach. When opposition broke out in Thessalonica, the missionaries kept on preaching. Such is not the reaction of insincere and corrupt individuals.

A Recollection of Motives – 1 Thessalonians 2:3. “Our exhortation was not of deceit, nor of uncleanness, nor in guile.” Paul’s self-defense continues with these words. He was assuring the recipient of this document that he had no ulterior motives while he was preaching to them. Here he denies three allegations: 

1. His message was not deceptive. 

2. His motivation was not impure. 

3. His method was not to trick or mislead.
 

In verse four Paul states what he did do in their midst: “As we were allowed of God to be put in trust with the gospel, even so we speak; not as pleasing men, but God, which trieth our hearts.” Paul viewed his ministry as a sacred trust given to him by God Himself. The Greek word translated here as “trieth” means “proves or approves after examination and testing.” It was used in classical Greek with the technical sense to describe the process of screening a person to make sure he/she was fit for election to a public office.
 Paul was declaring that the Lord Himself could attest to the purity of his motives and intentions. The apostle saw himself under God’s constant scrutiny and thus would not violate such a sacred trust. He was well acquainted with the one who “searches the heart” (Romans 8:27). Had Paul desired to please men, he surely could have avoided much suffering, both at Philippi and in Thessalonica.

A Record of Methods – 1 Thessalonians 2:5. “Neither at any time used we flattering words, as ye know, nor a cloak of covetousness; God is witness.” Paul proceeded to deny even more vehemently such unfounded indictments. He emphatically called on the believers to verify his total abstinence from any type of flattering words. Such was the practice of some who would say smooth things to gain influence over others for selfish purposes. With equal disdain, Paul denied ever being clothed with greed. The phrase “cloak of covetousness” denotes “that which one puts on for appearance.”
 Such disregard for others at the expense of selfish promotion was foreign to the apostle’s mind-set. 

In verse six he disavowed one last charge, that of seeking vainglory through the praise of men: “Nor of men sought we glory, neither of you, nor yet of others….” Evidently, that era was known for traveling philosophers and orators throughout the Roman Empire who entertained and sought a personal following of fortune and fame. The apostle disavowed any association with such types. He closed his defense in this section with the statement “…when we might have been burdensome, as the apostles of Christ.” The NASB clarifies this phrase with this translation: “… even though as apostles of Christ we might have asserted our authority.” Paul seems to have been saying that he and Silas could have emphasized the fact that they were apostles when they came to minister in Thessalonica, but they did not. Such a decision is further evidence of the sincerity and humility of his ministry among them. 

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( TESTIMONY: Ask a class member who has attended your church the longest to reflect briefly on some memory that harmonizes with this section of the Thessalonian letter. 
( DISCUSSION: Ask: Do preachers today have the boldness that Paul attests to having in this passage? Why or why not? How do you think the contemporary church would respond to such a forceful presentation of the gospel? 

( ILLUSTRATION: In John Bunyan’s classic allegory Pilgrim’s Progress, Christian encountered a portrait of a minister that bears a strong resemblance to the apostolic ministry described in this text.
 He described him this way: “He had his eyes lifted up to heaven, the best of books in his hand, the law of truth written upon his lips, and the world behind his back. He stood as if he pleaded with men, and a crown of gold hung over his head.” 
3. Motivated by God

(1 Thessalonians 2:7-12)

COMMENTARY

A Passionate Expression – 1 Thessalonians 2:7. “We were gentle among you, even as a nurse cherisheth her children.” The apostle used the literary device of the simile to paint a word picture of what their service looked like while they were with the Thessalonians. The first of these was a comparison to a nursing mother. 

At first glance it seems strange that this bold proclaimer of the gospel would liken himself to such an image. However, it is clear from his writings that Paul saw himself as the spiritual parent of those who had been converted under his ministry. In 1 Corinthians 4:15 he wrote, “Though you have ten thousand instructors in Christ, ye have not many fathers: for in Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the gospel.” In Galatians 4:19 Paul also compared himself to a travailing mother. In a few verses he used the simile of a comforting father. Both analogies emphasize the idea of loving care. That is what they had manifested in their presence, and that is how they viewed their relationship in absentia. 

One would be hard pressed to find a more vivid image of compassionate care than that of a nurse or a mother tending and feeding her own offspring. In the subsequent verse, Paul related that they gave not only the gospel to these people, “but also our own souls.” He then conveyed the reason for this response: “for you became beloved to us.” 

A Persistent Example – 1 Thessalonians 2:9. “Ye remember, brethren, our labour and travail: for labouring night and day, because we would not be chargeable unto any of you, we preached unto you the gospel of God.” There were no paid teachers in Palestine. It was necessary, therefore, for a rabbi to have some means of income other than the occasional gifts bestowed upon him. Paul himself had found work in his trade, and through his work contacts, he apparently had won many to the faith.
 In order not to be a financial burden on those he was serving, he worked night and day, perhaps in the tent-making business, as he had done in other cities (Acts 18:3). 

Paul prepared to conclude this defense by calling both the Thessalonian believers and God Himself to the witness stand (v. 10). He asserted with three adjectives that their behavior was exemplary. Both witnesses were necessary from Paul’s perspective. The readers of this letter observed what seemed to be sincerity, but God could verify that they were not guilty of subtle deception.
 From our vantage point, it is the heights of arrogance for a believer to refer to himself as holy, just, and blameless, as the apostle does in this passage. However, Paul was not claiming absolute perfection. He was more aware than anyone of his own need for spiritual growth (Philippians 3:12). But in regard to ministry and motivation he could pronounce himself innocent of any violations.

A Parental Exhortation – 1 Thessalonians 2:11. “Ye know how we exhorted and comforted and charged every one of you, as a father doth his children.” Paul provided yet three more verbs to describe the manner and content of their preaching to the people. The combination of the three expresses strong urgency. In the Greek, the phrase “every one of you” speaks to the individual experience of the hearers.
 Evidently, Paul had not only preached general public messages to the congregation at large, but he had also taken the time to engage in one-on-one, private presentations of the gospel to individuals. 

To illustrate his thoughts, he again makes a comparison, this time to a father providing compassionate discipline and instruction to his children. Just as individual children within a family have various needs for paternal instruction, so also did Paul administer the same to the Thessalonian believers. He summarized this long speech with the goal his evangelistic party had for these converts: “That ye would walk worthy of God, who hath called you unto his kingdom and glory” (v. 12). Fathers educate their children, and younger children especially often try to imitate their parents. Paul had left them an example for emulation through his labor (v. 9), his preaching (v. 9), his behavior (v. 10), and his exhortation (v. 11). 

Christianity is more than a privilege – it carries with it a great responsibility. Paul reminded the Thessalonians that the call into Christ’s kingdom and glory merits a “walk” that is worthy of such an honor. With all of the apostle’s loving and gentle affection for his “children,” he did not tone down the demands of the gospel in any way. 

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( ILLUSTRATION: Discuss Paul’s selection of the nursing mother as an example for those who are providing spiritual care for new believers. Point out the following: (1) If a nursing mother does not feed herself, she cannot feed her baby; (2) If she eats certain foods, her baby will get sick; (3) The spiritual diet of a parent Christian is vitally important to the health of a newer Christian.
 

( HYMN: Read the words of the chorus to the classic hymn “When We See Christ.”
 

It will be worth it all, when we see Jesus; 

Life’s trials will seem so small, when we see Christ; 

One glimpse of his dear face, all sorrow will erase; 

So bravely run the race, Til we see Christ.”

( DISCUSSION: Paul proclaimed in this passage that he was bivocational while ministering in Thessalonica. Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of each in regard to ministry today.

Closing the Lesson

( PRAYER: Conclude the class session with a prayer for the Lord’s guidance and grace to be upon your class and your congregation so that you also will be a model church where others can find an effective witness for Jesus Christ.

( REPRISE: End the class by going back and rereading 1 Thessalonians 1:8. Encourage the class to make the phrase “From you sounded out the word of the Lord…” their motto and practice during the next week. 
Looking Ahead


Today’s lesson focused on Paul’s past ministry among the Thessalonians. Next week we will examine Paul’s present ministry to that church. After that, we will study Paul’s future ministry, in regard to a lesson on the second coming of Jesus. In preparation for that event, next week’s treatment of “Live to Please God” should be of the utmost relevance for our own lives as well.
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