Lesson – 1                                            July 7, 2012                                     Gladwin Mathews


1 and 2 Thessalonians
Lesson – 1 The Gospel Comes to Thessalonica

Read for your study:  Acts 16:9-40; 17:1-12; Jer. 23:1-6; Isa. 9:1-7; Isaiah 53:1 12; Rom. 1:16.

Memory Text: “And we also thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe” (1 Thessalonians 2:13, NIV).
Introduction: One evening at our family worship time, we discussed about the baptism, its significance, and what preparations we need to make in order to be baptized. After we had finished our discussion, my son Marvin who was baptized about several years ago candidly said that the baptismal candidate must be kept down in the water at least for about 5 seconds so that he can really experience the feeling of dying and  receiving new life as he comes up. Then you will really feel that you are baptized. Well, this is only a thought!
But have you ever felt that way if you are already baptized and feel the need that you must be rebaptized to experience the new life in Christ? Be full of hope! Hope forever! For God does not fail you. Do you not know that God loves you in the midst of all this? Mountains, when in darkness hidden, are as real as in day, and God's love is as true to you now as it was in your brightest moments. Be strong in faith, our gracious God assures every believer that they have a right relationship with Him if it is based on His Word. And His Spirit guides us to His word telling us that there is forgiveness for every repentant sinner who has confessed through our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Rejoice even while passing through the furnace.
This quarter’s lesson study is on 1 and 2 Thessalonians. In this first lesson which is based on the experiences of the Thessalonians and the church at Thessalonica, let us dive into our study and learn how God’s promises help us to build our confidence in His word!
The Preachers Pay a Price: 
Question: Did you ever get anything simple for which you had to pay a heavy price? I am sure you would rather let it go than pay a heavy price for it if it was that simple. The gospel, the good news of salvation is simple and is free. But it wasn’t so simple for the preachers like Paul and Silas who had to pay a heavy price for taking it to Thessalonica. They were not ashamed to do it. In Romans 1:16, 17 he tells us, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the gentile. For in the gospel righteousness of God is revealed-a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.” 

1 Thessalonians 2:1, 2 and Acts 16:22-24 tell us that Paul and Silas entered Thessalonica in pain, with bruises and cuts which they had received from beatings in Philippi, a Roman colony and a city named after Alexander the Great’s father. After casting out the demon from a young lady in Philippi, Paul and Silas were arrested, severely beaten, and put in prison. But the mighty power of God brought an earthquake in the middle of the night and broke their chains and opened the prison doors. They were taken to the jailor’s home where they preached the gospel to him and his family. The jailor and his family became Christians as a result, and received God’s salvation and told Paul to leave in peace at the order of the Magistrate. Thus, they were encouraged and boldly entered the synagogue at Thessalonica in spite of their pain and bruises. 
Question: Have you ever been in a situation where you had to pay a heavy price for preaching the word of the Lord? 
Paul’s Preaching Strategy: 
Background of Thessalonica: In about 315 BCE Cassander, the son-in-law of Philip of Macedon (who fathered Alexander the Great) gathered and organized the area villages into a new metropolis, Thessalonica. He named it in honor of his wife, the half-sister of Alexander, Thessalonica. It was a very important city because it was on the Egnatian Road which was the main road stretching east from Rome and the coast of Greece to Constantinople and then on to Asia Minor and further east. 
Thessalonica was a major trading center. It has been estimated that during Paul’s time its population may have been as high as 200,000. The majority of the inhabitants were Greeks, but there was also a mixture of other ethnic groups, including Jews (according to Acts 17:1-10). Paul viewed it as a great place from which the gospel could spread out in all directions. 
Question: According to Acts 17:1-3 Paul stayed in Thessalonica about three weeks. How did he make such an impact on not only the Jews but also the Gentiles in that city in such a short time? What was it that Paul said or did that attracted them?
The author brings out three very important strategies that Paul used to reach and touch the hearts of the Thessalonians. They are: 
1. To attend the local synagogue on the Sabbath as it was customary for him. Paul would have taken time for prayer and worship on the Sabbath even if no Jews or Synagogue was available according to Acts 16:13. This was natural because the Sabbath was a good time to reach Jews in large numbers. Also, the Jews would have loved to hear about Jewish life from someone who had come from Jerusalem especially. 
2. He preached directly from the Old Testament Scriptures. He began with a topic of great interest to the Jews of the time, “the Messiah” for the Jews were expecting the ‘Messiah’ to come as king and establish His kingdom. But Paul reasoned with them that the Messiah would first have to suffer before He would obtain the glory with which they are familiar. He also preached to them the Messiah who would be a suffering-servant before He comes as a royal conqueror. (Acts 17:3). 
3. Lastly, after presenting the messiah and who He is, he presented the story of Jesus and how He was presented in the Scriptures and prophecy. He also told them of his personal encounter with Jesus before his conversion. According to Luke 24:25-27, Paul’s preaching strategy in Thessalonica followed the same pattern that Jesus had used with His disciples after the resurrection. 
Ellen G. White tells us that “In preaching to the Thessalonians, Paul appealed to the Old Testament prophecies concerning the Messiah… By the inspired testimony of Moses and the prophets he clearly proved the identity of Jesus of Nazareth with the Messiah and showed that from the days of Adam it was the voice of Christ which had been speaking through patriarchs and prophets.”-Acts of the Apostles, pp.  221,  222.
Paul reached people where they were, using that which they were familiar. This strategy proved very important and profitable to him. He managed to convince people under a number of different kinds of circumstances to believe in the gospel. 
“God never asks us to believe, without giving sufficient evidence upon which to base our faith. His existence, His character, the truthfulness of His word,  are all established by testimony that appeals to our reason; and this testimony is abundant. Yet God has never removed the possibility of doubt. Our faith must rest upon evidence, not demonstration. Those who wish to doubt will have opportunity; while those who really desire to know the truth will find plenty of evidence on which to rest their faith.” -Steps to Christ 105.2.

Thought Questions: How do we establish that kind of confidence in God’s Word? How do we convince people today that a book written more than 2000 years ago is still relevant to them? How do we plan our strategy to reach people for witnessing and evangelism? Do we reach them where they are or look for them to come where we are? 
Two Views of the Messiah: 
Most of the Jews and early Christians were caught up in two different views about the role of the Messiah in understanding the text in  Jeremiah 23:1-6, Isaiah 9:1-7, 53:1-6, Zechariah 9:9. One view portrayed Him as a royal Messiah: a conquering king who would bring justice and establish Israel’s rule throughout the earth. The other view portrayed Him as humiliated, rejected and a suffering servant. The mistake that they made was in not understanding the Old Testament text that they all referred to the same person but to different phases of His work at different times. But as shown in Acts 17:2, 3, Paul taught the Jews of Thessalonica step by step through these messianic Old Testament texts that these referred to the same person, the Messiah of the Old Testament and Jesus Christ of the New Testament. He showed them that the life of Jesus Christ was the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies. 

 Even in our day, many Jews and Christians read the passages in the Old Testament about the One coming suffering Servant and King of Kings. Is it possible that just as the ancient Jews were confused about the details of Christ’s first coming, we could be confused about the details of the second coming? 
Question: What about us today? How is our message to be presented before the whole world? 
From Paul’s day to the present time, God by His Holy Spirit has been calling after the Jew as well as the Gentile. “There is no respect of persons with God,” declared Paul.  The apostle regarded himself as “debtor both to the Greeks, and to the barbarians,” [Romans 1:14] as well as to the Jews; but he never lost sight of the decided advantages possessed by the Jews over others, “chiefly, because that unto them were committed the oracles of God.” [Romans 3:3] “The gospel,” he declared, “is the power of God unto salvation [healing] to everyone that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek.” [Romans 1:16]—Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles, p. 380. Texts in brackets are added.

Suffering Before Glory: 
The Thessalonian epistles, more than any other of Paul’s letters, emphasize the Lord’s return. Paul studied the Old Testament and concluded that the Messiah would “have to suffer these things and then enter his glory” to return. (Luke 24: 26). 
As he studied the Scriptures he would have noticed that the most significant people in the Old Testament had a history of suffering before entering into the glory period of their lives. 
Joseph spent about thirteen years in prison before ascending to the role of prime minister of Egypt. Moses spent forty years chasing sheep through the desert before taking up his role as the powerful leader of the Exodus. David ran around many years as a fugitive, before being elevated to kingship. Daniel was taken as a prisoner of war, and was even condemned to death, before he rose to the position of prime minister of Babylon. 
In the stories of these Old Testament servants of God there are foreshadowing of the Messiah, who would also suffer and be humiliated before being elevated to His full royal role.
Isaiah 53 was the key to the Messiah’s role, for the writer’s of the New Testament. And Paul certainly would have preached this text in Thessalonica telling them that the messiah would not appear in His kingly role in His first appearance. But that he would be despised, rejected and sorrowful. And that this rejection would be the prelude of His glorious return as King and the Messiah of the Jewish expectation. 
A Church is Born: 
Paul’s evangelistic and missionary strategy paid off well in establishing a universal church at Thessalonica consisting of Jews, “God-fearing Greeks” which were usually thought of as gentiles (Acts 17:4), and many other classes of all races. One of these was Aristarchus, who later was Paul’s co-worker. Another was Jason, a wealthy man who housed the church in his home as they were not allowed to worship in the synagogue. 
Paul was able to win many Jews on the basis of the messianic prophecies of the Old Testament. As to their moral standards, the Thessalonians were hardly any different from the citizens of any other large Greek city. Presumably, most were idolaters, though it is certain that some were seeking a different kind of religious experience than polytheism could provide; hence, they attached themselves (loosely) to the local synagogue. 
Thought Questions: How can we connect with people of today through the same messianic prophecies? The gospel is the same and the message is the same. Is it possible that we need to change our missionary strategies? How should we present Jesus Christ and His message of salvation to our world today? What kind of approaches should or could we use for secular people of almost any kind? How do we convince people of the truth of Scripture? Do we need to find some way to start from a non-biblical perspective? 
As we patiently wait for the Lord’s return, let us continue to pray that the lord will give us means and open more opportunities to witness for Him and bring many more to the foot of the Cross! 
God Bless You!!!
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