ask for their prayers in return (3:1–2), repeat the affirmation of confidence
(3:3–4), and offer another blessing, similar to the first (3:5). Then the letter
turns to another topic, addressing the problem of idleness: the Thessalonians
ought to follow the example of productive labor that Paul set for them, and
they should avoid association with believers who do not follow this example
(3:6–15). The letter closes with two benedictions and some words in Paul’s own
handwriting by which the readers will be able to recognize the authenticity of
this letter as coming from him rather than from someone using his name to
mislead them (3:16–18).

Historical Background
Our knowledge regarding the historical background of this letter is uncertain.
Let’s start with a brief review of what we do know. Thessalonica was the capital
city for the Roman province of Macedonia (located in what is now northern
Greece). Paul founded a church composed mainly of gentiles in this city sometime around 48–51. He was forced to leave the city amid growing persecution,
and he wrote the letter that we now know as 1 Thessalonians to the struggling
church that he had left behind.
What happened next? One possible scenario is pretty straightforward. A
few months after writing 1 Thessalonians, Paul received word back from the
church that a new crisis had erupted: the Thessalonians were so eager and
excited about the imminent return of Christ that some of them had bought
in on a rumor that “the day of the Lord is already here” (2 Thess. 2:2). We
Box 21.1

What Was the Rumor?
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The Thessalonians were shaken and alarmed by a rumor that “the day of the Lord is already
here” (2 Thess. 2:2). What did they think had happened?
• Did they think that the persecutions that they were experiencing were the “birth pangs”
indicating that the second coming was certain to occur within a matter of days (cf.
1 Thess. 5:3)?
• Did they think that Jesus had already come back and was putting together his kingdom
somewhere on earth?
• Did they think that something like the “rapture” had occurred and that they had been
left behind (cf. 1 Thess. 4:15–17)?
• Did they think that Christ had returned in some mystical sense, perhaps embodied in the
spiritual unity of the community?
• Did they think that the “day of the Lord” was something that did not require a literal
second coming but rather could be realized spiritually through a life of faith that overcomes all difficulties (cf. 1 Cor. 4:8)?

Historical Background
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