
until a short time ago did not know God (cf. 4:5), chastity and monogamy may 
have seemed like novel ideas. Paul has told them all of this before (4:2), but 
either because of something Timothy told him or simply because of his own 
intuition or knowledge of human nature, he figures that it is worth mentioning 
again. He also emphasizes that this teaching is not based on human authority 
but rather comes directly from God (4:8).

Working for a Living

Paul urges the Thessalonian believers to work with their hands and be depen-
dent on no one (4:11–12). This charge seems to pick up on the example that he 
and his companions set by working night and day so as not to be burdens on 
anyone (2:9). There appear to have been idlers in the Thessalonian community 
who needed to be admonished to work for a living (5:14). Such a problem 
perhaps resulted simply from laziness, but many interpreters have wondered 
whether the idleness in the Thessalonian community was connected to the 
church’s expectation of an imminent second coming. 
Perhaps some church members had quit their jobs in 
eager anticipation of the end times, and now Paul needs 
to tell them that loitering for Jesus is not an appropri-
ate way to await his coming. This matter will come up 
again in another letter addressed to this community 
(2 Thess. 3:6–13; see box 21.3).

Death of Believers Prior to the Parousia

Near the end of 1 Thessalonians Paul takes up a 
question that seems to have been troubling the congre-
gation. Some persons in the church have died, and the 

Box 20.4

Good Grief
In 1 Thessalonians 4:13 Paul says that he does not want the believers to “grieve as others do 

who have no hope.” A popular text for Christian funerals and memorial services, this pas-

sage typically is interpreted as encouraging a distinctive, Christian grief that is grounded in 

the promise of life after death. Paul does not say that the Thessalonians should not grieve 

for their lost loved ones—that would be unrealistic and unhealthy. Rather, he says that their 

grief should be different from the grief of people who have no hope of ever seeing their 

loved ones again. The Christian Thessalonians are not to be “uninformed about those who 

have died.” They know that the dead in Christ will rise and that all who believe, living and 

dead, will be reunited to be with the Lord forever (4:16–18). Such knowledge does not can-

cel out the grief or sorrow of experiencing the loss of loved ones in this life, but Paul never-

theless urges the grief-stricken Thessalonians to “encourage one another with these words” 

(4:18).

Box 20.5

Tombstone Inscription
A legend on tombstones 

in the Roman Empire read:

Non Fui

Fui

Non Sum

Non Curo

Translation: I didn’t exist /  

I did exist / I don’t exist /  

I don’t care.
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