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The Thessalonian Prototype
An Exegesis of 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10


The Thessalonian church is praised greatly by the Apostle Paul in the first chapter of 1 Thessalonians, so much so that they are considered a “prototype” for other churches.  A synonymous term for the word prototype is the word “model” Their exemplary behavior and reaction to their circumstances propelled them into the role of the model church.   As this chapter progresses Paul gives us numerous qualities of the church that has been a pattern for other churches.

As Paul does in most of his epistles he gives a greeting or salutation, a prayer and often offers thanksgiving in his introductory remarks.  Many do not see the value in the routine opening of an epistle, but Paul generally introduces the main subjects that he will be referring to in the remainder of the letter.  Thus it is important to pay close attention to the beginning of Paul’s letters, especially 1 Thessalonians, for laced throughout the first chapter are the subjects that will be addressed in the following chapters.

An Elect Church (:1-4)
   [1] Paul and Silvanus and Timothy to the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace to you and peace. 

This was the standard way to open a letter as Paul mentions the recipients, the writer(s) and a wish of well being to the recipients.
  Paul’s name comes first as he is the primary author with Timothy and Silvanus who no doubt have some type of indirect input, (Paul uses the pronoun “we” in the letter), and one or the other may be the amanuensis. Paul is the Roman form of his name and means “little,” but he was formerly known as Saul of Tarsus whose Hebrew name means “asked for.”
  In many later letters Paul often uses the title of an apostle in his opening to remind the readers of his apostolic authority but because of the nature and content of this letter it is not necessary.  Paul makes sure to mention his two ministerial associates for they have represented him at Thessalonica, as a matter of fact they have spent more time there than Paul. They both aided in planting the Thessalonian Church, and are therefore included in the address.

“Silvanus” is Silas’s Latin name as a Roman citizen; a Jewish Roman citizen’s parents often chose for their child Jewish (Aramaic) and Latin names that sounded similar.
  Silvanus was a "chief man among the brethren" (Acts 15:22), and a "prophet" (Acts 15:32), and was one of the deputies who carried the decree of the Jerusalem council to Antioch. His age and position cause him to be placed before "Timothy," then a youth (Acts 16:1; 1 Tim. 4:12).
  It is interesting that Luke always uses Silas while Paul always uses Silvanus.  Silvanus was chosen as Paul's fellow worker on the second missionary journey (Acts 15:40-18:6) and after the mission in Corinth, there is no further word of Silas's connection with Paul. He probably became associated with Peter, especially in the composition and sending of 1 Peter (1 Peter 5:12). Silas was known for his absolute reliability and his faithfulness in risking his life in the service of Christ (Acts 15:25-27).


Timothy was one of Paul’s closest associates and is thought to be the one whom Paul groomed as his successor.  He first joins Paul on the second missionary journey, as well as the third one, and becomes Paul’s “troubleshooter” traveling in Paul’s place as his representative.  It is evident that their friendship and ministry was unique as the two epistles to Timothy bear this out.  Timothy’s presence was requested by Paul as he faced his execution.   

Paul mentions the location of the church, but notice Paul did not address the letter to “the church at Thessalonica,” but to “the church of the Thessalonians.” Thessalonica was the capital and largest city (about 200,000 population) of the Roman province of Macedonia. The most important Roman highway (the Egnatian Way)—extending from Rome all the way to the Orient—went through Thessalonica. This highway, along with the city’s thriving seaport, made Thessalonica one of the wealthiest and most flourishing trade centers in the Roman Empire.  However, with its international flavor came many pagan religions and cultural influences that challenged the faith of the young Christians there.
  This was also a blessing as we will see later in this passage, it opened the door for the news of the church’s dedication to spread to other cities.  


As Paul uses the term “church,” which literally means “called out ones,” but in the every day use of the word in the day in which this was written it simply meant an assembly or gathering.  Paul uses the word in this way but he also uses the word as it was used in the Qumran community, as they considered themselves the people of God of the end times. As applied to the Christian community they were “the assembly of God’s people in the age of fulfillment.”


Paul affirms the deity of Jesus Christ as he mentions him on par with the Father as the church is “in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” 


Paul adds his usual blessing, “grace and peace.” In Greek peace is equivalent to the Hebrew šālôm meaning “favor,” “prosperity,” and “well-being.” It is interesting that those two words of salutation always occur in this order in the New Testament. Theologically God’s grace is the basis for and leads to man’s peace.
  Paul used the Greek the word charis, but the typical word at this point would be chairein, “to make glad,” but Paul changed it to suit his message. Peace is the greeting that Jesus used, and to the Jew it was a prayer for the blessings of God.  When Jesus sent out the disciples and told them to use this word, they became the delivers or messengers of peace. Grace is the foundation of the Gospel, and peace is the outcome. 
 [2] We give thanks to God always for all of you, making mention of you in our prayers; 

This is a customary opening which is designed to secure the readers’ goodwill, although Paul also wishes at the same time to encourage them.
 The Greek present tense use of the words “mention” and “thanks,” which means an ongoing action, the use of the word “always,” the plural use of the word prayers, and  the first word of the next verse, “constantly,” all denote and convey the idea that they are continuously on Paul’s mind.  This is important because one of Paul’s objectives is to reassure them that in spite of the fact that he cannot be there with them they are always present in his thoughts and prayers: they have not been forgotten.
[3] constantly bearing in mind your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ in the presence of our God and Father,   


Now Paul gets more specific as to what his thoughts and prayers contained. He gives us the popular trilogy of faith, love and hope which are in a different order than in the most common reference, 1 Corinthians 13:1.  Following is a list of places where the trilogy is found in various orders and by different authors;  Rom. 5:1-5, Gal. 5:5-6, Eph.  4:2-5, Col. 1:4-5, 1 Thess. 5:8, Heb. 6:10-12, 10:22-24, 1 Pet. 1:3-8, and 1:21-22.  These three are interconnected and are called “cardinal (of first importance) virtues.” The substance of what Paul and his colleagues remember about the Thessalonians is summed up in three words: "work," "labor," and "endurance." In turn, these three reflect three qualities of Christian character: "faith," "love," and "hope."


Paul says something is generated by these:  (the action of each virtue or the effect, or products) faith produced works, love was the motive for their labor (kopou, “toil”)  and hope gives them steadfastness (hypomonēs, lit., a bearing up patiently under a heavy load) in the midst of persecution. When you know you are going to win in the final outcome it gives one perseverance to continue on.  These three virtues are defined as  faith, a belief and trust in God, love a genuine, active concern or commitment to others well being, and hope, a confident expectation for the future and as well as faith in God’s promises about the future.
 Author Warren Wiersbe connects this verse to verses nine and ten, their work of faith is expressed in that they turned to God from idols, their labor of love is seen in the fact that they serve the living and true God and their patience of hope is exhibited as they wait for His son from Heaven.

[4] knowing, brethren beloved by God, His choice of you;

All though this is a short verse it gives the key subject of the epistle, election (eklogēn), because every major subject discussed in this letter can be traced back to the idea of being chosen by God.  When some see this, they think of the Calvinist/Armenian dispute, but if it is viewed in the context and background of the letter, Paul is saying to the Thessalonians that they belong to the true people of God exclusively, and showing that others are not a part of that group. Weatherly states, “. . . the terminology focuses primarily on the relationship that results from God’s choosing, not on the act of choosing itself.”
 


A touch of tenderness is seen in this verse, the first of many in this epistle, as Paul calls them "brothers," which denotes the spiritual brotherhood into which all disciples of the Lord Jesus have been inducted and then he reminds them of God’s love for them. That this form of address, brother (adelphoi), was a partial carryover from Judaism (cf. Acts 2:29, 37; 3:17), and became very frequent in early Christianity as attested by the twenty-eight occurrences in these two Epistles. It fell into relative disuse during the third century.
  Paul did not claim superiority over them but recognized the equality of all the redeemed in the sight of their heavenly Father and he had come a long way from being a proud Pharisee to the place where he could consider Gentiles his equals before God.

There is an old educational proverb that says “repetition is learning,” and Paul reminds them of something they had heard in the past as he begins this verse inferring that nothing new is being said.  Letters such as this one often reminded the readers of what they already knew, appealing to the readers’ own eyewitness knowledge as an irrefutable technique of argument.
  
An Excellent Church (:5-7)
 [5] for our gospel did not come to you in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction; just as you know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake. 

As the same sentence continues, Paul introduces another important aspect of this letter, defending his reputation and authority as it is under attack. Paul was considered a trouble-maker as persecution resulted from his visit and because he had not returned he was accused of being a coward. The itinerant religious/philosophical teachers of that day had the reputation of being charlatans, phonies, and those whose motive was financial gain and Paul’s adversaries wrongly put him into that category. As mentioned before the greatest witness is the eyewitness and Paul appeals to their personal knowledge of the time that they were together to refute the accusations. 

Paul calls it “our Gospel” as he separates his message from the message of others. The Gospel's coming was not simply in word; speaking was only a part of the whole picture. Their preaching was not mere hollow words such as the teacher/philosophers of that day but contained three other ingredients essential to the outworking of God's purpose.  The first is "power" (dynamei) but it does not necessarily mean that there were miracles, but it points to the inward power with which the speakers were filled as they gave the message, a power that might show itself in a variety of ways.  The second ingredient of the spoken word is a person, for the message came "with the Holy Spirit." This is the Person that was certainly behind the power just mentioned. Yet he is much greater and more versatile than just the power he produces. He is part of the Godhead. A third ingredient is the “deep conviction" (plerophora polle) which means that the preachers possessed perfect assurance as to the truth and effectiveness of their message.
 The religious/philosophical teachers lacked passion for their subject and because they lacked this deep conviction, they were not fully convinced of their message. Many Christians seem to embrace the gospel as if they only half believed it, or as if it were a matter of very doubtful truth and importance; but this was not the case with the Thessalonians. There was the firmest conviction of its truth, and they embraced it "heart and soul."
  Paul was saying, “We believe in this Gospel and our behavior was consistent with the Gospel.”  

Paul finishes the sentence with the words “for your sake” as he points to the fact that the Thessalonians best interest was in his heart in contrast to the false teachers who did not have a personal care for them.
[6] You also became imitators of us and of the Lord, having received the word in much tribulation with the joy of the Holy Spirit,

Paul just finished writing about his ministry among them and now he mentions that they are following in his footsteps. Some question the idea of imitating another person but A. T. Robertson answers this question stating:


“It is a daring thing to expect people to ‘imitate’ the preacher, but Paul adds ‘and of the Lord,’ for he only expected or desired ‘imitation’ as he himself imitated the Lord Jesus, as he expressly says in 1 Cor. 11:1, ‘Be ye followers of me, even as I also am of Christ.’  The peril of it all is that people so easily and so readily imitate the preacher when he does not imitate the Lord.”


A new Christian first looks to other believers as his pattern, but then as he matures he realizes that Jesus Christ is his best “model,” as Peter declares, “For even hereunto were ye called: because Christ also suffered for us, leaving us an example, that ye should follow his steps. (1 Peter 2:21)”
 


The last half of this verse is a paradox as Paul uses both the words joy and tribulation at the same time. The tribulation was inherited from the Apostle Paul as he was run out of town as Luke describes in Acts 17.  Paul emphasizes the persecution by using the phrase “much tribulation,” (the New Living Translation uses the phrase “severe suffering”)
 as it appears, the persecution has intensified since Paul left the city.  At the same time they were experiencing tribulation they were experiencing joy, which can only happen by a work of the Holy Spirit who is the source of this joy as Paul states it is “of the Holy Spirit.”
 [7] so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia.

Paul continues the thought of imitation as the chain continues, Paul imitated Jesus, the Thessalonian Christians imitated Paul and the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia imitated them. They became examples, tupos (Greek), which is likened to a die that would be struck and would leave an imprint, or could be defined as a stamp, a model for imitation, or a pattern.
 Their example was very effective as they made a good impression upon many others as this word figuratively pointed to ethical conduct.
 They were typoi-stamps, or instruments to make impression with.
 Adam Clarke believes that these believers who looked to the Thessalonian church formed both their creed and their conduct after their example.
  Koppe observes that Macedonia and Achaia were the two provinces into which all Greece was divided when it was brought under the Roman yoke. The meaning here is, therefore, that their influence was felt on all the parts of Greece; that their piety was spoken of, and the effect of their conversion had been felt in all those places. Thessalonica was a commercial city, and a sea-port and was interconnected with all the other parts of Macedonia, with Greece, and with Asia Minor which shows the influence which a commercial town and a sea-port may have in religion on other parts of the world. It is impossible to over-estimate the importance of such places in regard to the spread of the gospel; and to the Christians who reside there.

An Excited Church  (:8)
 [8] For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you, not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith toward God has gone forth, so that we have no need to say anything. 

In verse six Paul spoke of how they received the word of the Lord, but now he will comment on how they sent the word of the Lord out to others.  The word execheomai, translated rang out, could be rendered “reverberated or echoed.” It is the image of a trumpet filling the land with its clear-sounding echo. Paul saw the Thessalonians as amplifiers or relay stations that not only received the gospel message but sent it farther on its way with increased power and scope. Just imagine the witnessing the church and its believers must have been doing day by day. Their excitement and enthusiasm for Christ and the opposition and persecution against them must have been the talk of the city and world.
  Apparently it was not through an organized evangelistic campaign that their witness went forth. But it was through the personal lives and testimonies of these transformed individuals that neighbors heard about their faith in God. As they went the gospel was heard everywhere.
  

Paul expands their impact of their witness to “every place your faith toward God has gone forth” to the extent that Paul is left speechless, a rare circumstance for him, for their lives had already preached the message. The Gospel was shared “without borders.”
 Notice that the stories of the various churches were shared among the other churches, which was another form of the transmission of the Gospel.  Still yet today people come to faith by watching the lives of other Christians.  Relational evangelism was a part of the early church method of spreading the Gospel.  
An Expectant Church (:9-10)
[9] For they themselves report about us what kind of a reception we had with you, and how you turned to God from idols to serve a living and true God,

In the previous verse he says we do not need to speak, and again Paul refers to how their testimony has travelled, “They tell us about our reception, or entrance, with you” or in other words “when we get to these places they tell us about what happened when we were with you and how you received us with open arms.”   


This verse reveals the background of the recipients of this letter, strongly suggesting that many of those believers had been pagan Gentiles. The Jews, of course, abhorred idolatry. The Bible Background Commentary gives us insight as to impact of turning from the pagan worship to Christianity, “Jewish texts often described the radical change required of pagans converting to Judaism in terms like those Paul uses here; the Roman writer Tacitus (a Roman historian whose early-second-century history of first-century Rome is among our most dependable sources for that era) also criticizes Judaism for making proselytes despise the gods and so reject their own countries and families. Among major cults in Thessalonica were the Egyptian cults of Serapis and Isis, as well as those of the more traditional Greek gods like Dionysus; some of the upper class sponsored the cult of Cabirus.”
 Their conversion brought tension not only in the city but in their everyday relationships.

 A key word in this verse is the word “serve” which in the Greek is douleuein, which refers to the service of a slave to a master.  Since this word is in the present tense it gives the idea, not of a one time act, but that of a continuing service.
 They were still slaves as before their conversion, the difference is they changed masters. This was not just a conversion that resulted in inactivity, but the fruit of their relationship with God resulted in a lifetime of service in spite of the difficult circumstances. 
 [10] and to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the dead, that is Jesus, who delivers us from the wrath to come. 


The return of Jesus is a source of hope for Christians for several reasons, but the reason which Paul mentioned here was Jesus’ deliverance of the saints from the coming wrath of God. It is clear from this and from other parts of these two epistles, that the return of the Lord Jesus to this world was a prominent subject of the preaching of Paul at Thessalonica. This chapter, like every chapter in this epistle, closes with a reference to the return of Jesus Christ (1 Thes. 1:10; 2:19; 3:13; 4:13-18, 5:23). They lived as if they were "waiting" for his return as they fully believed in it and expected it. They were looking out for it, not knowing when it might occur, and as if it might occur at any moment. But while they wait there will be persecution, and when he comes, their troubles will be over, but in the present they need hope which produces steadfastness.

 
Paul calls Jesus “his Son whom he raised from the dead,” as the grand evidence of His divine Sonship just as it is mentioned in Romans 1:4, “And Jesus Christ our Lord was shown to be the Son of God when God powerfully raised him from the dead by means of the Holy Spirit.” 


The Old Testament often applied the term “wrath” to God’s judgments within history, but this term was often extended, as nearly always in Paul and the New Testament, to the outpouring of God’s wrath in the final day of the Lord, the day of judgment when, according to the New Testament, Christ returns to punish the wicked

Paul states that the church will be “delivered” (ruomenon) which means to rescue or to deliver us right out of the wrath. The picture is that of God rescuing and lifting us up out of the wrath.
  Paul is reminding them that they are no longer the enemy of God but are now his beloved, and their enemies, their persecutors, will one day experience God’s wrath. The world’s view of anger is that it is evil, but the truth of the matter is that God’s anger is just, perfect and pure, a consistent response to sin, and a consistent expression of the righteousness and holiness of God.  If there were no wrath there is no justice, and humans do not want to live in a world that is absent from justice or where wickedness goes unpunished. Christ delivered us from God’s wrath by taking our place, and dying in our stead. It was the great purpose of his coming to save us from this approaching wrath.

As one would continue to read this letter and the second epistle to the Thessalonians it would become quite evident that they were not the perfect church but at the same time this first chapter reveals to all who will read that this church is a worthy prototype that has tremendous qualities to the point that it could be called “a model church.”
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