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INTRODUCTION TO THE THESSALONIAN EPISTLES 
 

 

 

Author 
 

Named as the Apostle Paul (1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:1; 3:17).  Others also named in the 

salutation (Silas and Timothy); but Paul was the actual author (cf. 1 Thess 3:5; 4:13; 5:1, 27; 

2 Thess 2:5; 3:17). 

 

Some critics have disputed the genuineness of these books, especially 2 Thessalonians, 

because it is so similar to 1 Thessalonians.  However, their arguments are easily answered, and 

nearly all critics now recognize the Pauline authorship of both epistles (e.g., Kümmel, Introduction 

to the NT, pp. 255-69). 

 

 

Thessalonica: the city 
 

Located in the province of Macedonia on the Egnatian Way, which extended from Philippi 

to Dyrrhachium.  The city named for the stepsister of Alexander the Great (see Plummer, p. viii, for 

historical details).  Estimated population at the time of 200,000.  More modern name (until 1937) 

has been Salonika; now it is Thessaloniki.  The city’s strategic location led to its wickedness, and 

also to its importance as a center of Christian missionary work (1 Thess 1:8). 

 

 

Thessalonian church 
 

There was a synagogue there (Acts 17:1).  Paul visited Thessalonica on his second 

missionary journey, after being beaten and imprisoned at Philippi.  While in Thessalonica Paul 

preached in the synagogue for three sabbaths, converting many Jews and even more Gentiles (Acts 

17:2-4).  He supported himself during this time by manual labor, and was assisted by two special 

gifts from the new small church he left behind in Philippi (2 Thess 3:8; Phil 4:16).  Because of 

Jewish-inspired persecution, Paul was forced to leave Thessalonica, after only a very brief stay 

(perhaps as short as three weeks; Acts 17:10).  He left behind him a new, immature Christian 

church, most of whose members were recent converts from paganism, and which faced continuing 

persecution. 

 

 

Occasion of 1 Thessalonians 
 

Paul then traveled to Berea with Silas and Timothy, and was chased out of town, himself 

going to Athens (Acts 17:15).  Later Silas and Timothy joined him in Athens (1 Thess 3:1-2).  Paul 

and Silas then sent Timothy to Thessalonica to strengthen the church (1 Thess 3:2), and Paul also 

sent Silas back to Macedonia, perhaps to Philippi (cf. Acts 18:5).  Paul himself went on to Corinth 

(Acts 18:1).  Later Silas and Timothy rejoined Paul in Corinth, Timothy bringing word of the  

Thessalonians’ progress and condition (1 Thess 3:6).  As a response, Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians, 
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Silas and Timothy being in Corinth with him (1 Thess 1:1). 

 

 

Purpose of 1 Thessalonians 
 

Several conditions at Thessalonica made the letter appropriate (Harrison): 

 

 Persecution (2:14; 3:1-4) 

 Criticism of Paul (2:1-12) 

 Low moral standards (4:1-8) 

 Concern for dying Christians (4:13-18) 

 Disorderly conduct (4:11; 5:4-6) 

 Eschatological misunderstandings (4:13 – 5:11) 

 Disrespect for leaders (5:12) 

 Repression of spiritual gifts (5:19-20) 

 (Perhaps) a letter sent by the Thessalonians (4:9, 13; 5:1) 

 

The letter evidently is designed to help a young and immature church in a difficult 

environment, and to defend Paul’s own conduct and attitude toward them. 

 

 

Occasion and purpose of 2 Thessalonians 
 

Paul has sent 1 Thessalonians, and has heard a mixed response: some good (1:3ff) and some 

bad.  Many misunderstood Paul’s teaching concerning the day of the Lord, thinking that it was 

already past, or in progress (2:2).  Paul wrote to clarify this point.  Some in the church were still 

“disorderly” (3:11), and these needed rebuke, as well as the others needing instruction concerning 

them.  In addition, there was a new outbreak of persecution (1:5-7), and they needed support.  Of 

course, Paul in return asked for their prayer and encouragement (3:1). 

 

 

Date 
 

Both epistles were written within a few months or even weeks of each other.  Paul’s 

ministry in Corinth during his second missionary journey can be dated fairly accurately.  The 

Proconsul Gallio (proconsuls had one-year terms) was in office there in the first half of A.D. 52, 

according to the Delphi inscription (cf. Acts 18:12-17).  Working that date within the rest of the 

Pauline chronology, it seems that Paul’s ministry in Corinth took place approximately from late 

A.D. 49 through the first half of A.D. 51, when the hearing before Gallio took place.  Thus a good 

date for the Thessalonian epistles would be ca. A.D. 50.  This date is agreed upon by virtually all 

scholars. 

 

Unless one accepts the earliest possible date for Galatians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians are Paul’s 

earliest epistles.  Along with James, they are among the earliest NT books. 


