Lesson – 3                                              July 21, 2012                                Gladwin Mathews


Lesson – 3 Thessalonica in Paul’s Day
Read for your study:  John 11:48-50, 1 John 2:15-17, 1 Cor. 9:19-27, John 3:3-8, 1 Cor. 16:19.

Memory Text: “Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible” (1 Corinthians 9:19, NIV).
Introduction: 
The Bible was written in the Eastern Mediterranean culture and historical set up of that time. The original languages of the Bible are Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek. The Hebrew of the Old Testament is a Semitic language (so called after the name of Shem, Noah’s oldest son). Both Hebrew and Aramaic are a part of the northwestern group of these tongues and were used mainly in Syria, Lebanon, and Israel. It is believed that Hebrew came from the Canaanite language. 
The imagery of the Hebrew language is largely drawn from the activities and things of everyday life relating with a variety of common figures of speech—parables, similes, metaphors, etc. As with other Semitic languages, Hebrew contains frequent anthropomorphic expressions (e.g., the “eyes of the Lord”). Any attempt to literalize these figures (as Mormon writers do when they suggest that God is a “man”) is the reflection of woeful misunderstanding. 

In the New Testament a number of Aramaic expressions are transliterated into Greek such as  Talitha qumi [“Maiden, arise!”; Mark 5:41] and Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani, [“My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”; Mark 15:34]). In the New Testament epistles, there are several Aramaic words such as Abba (Galatians 4:6) and Maranatha (1 Corinthians 16:22). 
The Greek language has passed through several major periods of change. The New Testament was composed during that era known as the Koine age. This was a period of universal or common Greek. The Greek language was freely spoken throughout the antique world in that span from about 330 B.C. to 330 A.D. 

Koine was the normal street language in Rome, Alexandria, Athens, and Jerusalem. When the Romans finally conquered the Greeks, it was Greek influence that flowed throughout the empire. Augustus, the emperor of Rome, inscribed his seal in Greek. Paul, writing to the saints in Rome, the capital city of the empire, sent his message in Greek, not Latin!  

G. L. Archer has noted: Greek was the most ideally adapted linguistic medium for the World-Wide communication of the Gospel in the entire region of the eastern Mediterranean, Egypt and the Near East. Accurate in expression, beautiful in sound, and capable of great rhetorical force, it furnished an ideal vehicle for the proclamation of God’s message to man, transcending Semitic barriers and reaching out to all the Gentile races. It is highly significant that the “fulness of times,” the first advent of Christ, was deferred until such time as Greek opened up channels of communication to all the Gentile nations east of Italy and Libya on a level not previously possible under the multilingual situation that previously prevailed (Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible.Vol. 3, 1975, 870).

To know and understand the gospel in the Bible, it would be appropriate for us to do a little survey of the region mentioned in the Bible, especially in the New Testament particularly Paul’s epistles to the Thessalonians in its historical and cultural set up. 
This lesson focuses not on the words of Scripture but on the background context in which Paul preached to the Thessalonians. This will help us to understand Paul’s audience and how they would have understood him. As such, let us attempt to understand what was happening in Thessalonica at the time and how it might have influenced the spread of the gospel in that place. Let us dive into our study and learn! 

The Romans arrive in Thessalonica: 

Background: Thessalonica was founded by Cassander of Macedon in 315 B.C.—one of the 4 generals who split Alexander the Great’s kingdom at his death. It was a key commercial, military, and political city then, as it has been throughout its history to today. In Paul’s day, it had about 200,000 inhabitants, with a large enough Jewish population to have a synagogue. It was the capital of the Macedonian Province. Today Thessaloniki (also known by its anglicized name, Salonica) is Greece’s second largest city. 
Thessalonica was originally an ancient town named Thermai, meaning "Hot Springs." The town gave its name to the Thermaic Gulf of the Aegean Sea on whose shore it stood. Thessalonica is located along the Egnatian Way, a Roman road going from Albania to Constantinople. This road was 19 feet wide and paved with stone slabs or packed sand. Paul and his companions travelled along this road from Neapolis to Thessalonica. Thessalonica is about 100 miles from Philippi and 500 miles from Athens. 
Thessalonica was under Roman rule from 186 B.C. to 379 A.D. It was declared a “free city,” allowing it to be governed by the Greek system of politarchs and an assembly (demos—“crowd” in the NIV). Fear of losing this status may have helped fuel the mob against Paul. The term “politarchs” was only found in the Bible up until somewhat recent times when archaeological discoveries have verified that Luke used the correct term of the day. 

The reigning Caesar in Paul’s day was Claudius I. He reigned from 41 - 54 A.D. and was succeeded by Nero. He was physically disabled by mentally astute and possibly emotionally unstable. He ruled competently, expanded infrastructure, and expanded the empire. He affirmed the rights of Jews throughout the empire. However, he instituted numerous religious reforms reviving old festivals and forms of worship to eliminate foreign influences over the Roman religious system. Acts refers to his expelling Jews from Rome, possibly due to the unrest the arrival of Christianity was causing in the Jewish community. He was opposed to proselytizing by any religion.
Question: What were the political and religious conditions by the arrival of the Romans in Thessalonica? 
When the Romans arrived in Thessalonica, they also brought three miseries to the Thessalonians. The author points out that the first thing the Romans brought was an economic dislocation. The local markets were disrupted due to war and changing governments bringing economic crisis. 
Secondly, there was a political emptiness as local leaders were replaced by strangers who preferred their loyalty to Rome over Thessalonica. Thirdly, there was a colonial exploitation. The Romans required a certain amount of the tax to support the entire empire rather than helping the local in Thessalonica. The poor and the working class were hit hard by this tax exportation. As a result, the Thessalonians became frustrated and longed for a change in political, economic, and perhaps as well as religious system.
Thought Question: To what extent do the present day wars and the current economic situation impact our community and churches today? When there is economic distress, do more people turn to religion?
A Pagan Response to Rome: 
Thessalonica had its own religion known as the Cabirus cult, the most popular cult at the time of Paul. Cabirus was a young man who spoke up for the poor and the powerless. For some reason, he was eventually murdered by his two brothers. 

R. W. Witt comments, “Cabirus was the patron god of Thessalonica (originally of manual laborers, but by the 1st cent. co-opted into the civic cult). Cabirus was a hero who had been murdered by his two brothers; his head had been crowned and wrapped in a royal purple cloth (so the legend goes), and carried on a spear point to be consecrated and buried at the foot of Mt. Olympus by his guilt-ridden (and justice avoiding) brothers. In his honor they established a cult for him (sources divide over whether the brothers took the phallus of Bacchus with them from Mt. Olympus). 
From time to time, Cabirus returns with his full powers restored, and is able to: help in the manufacture of iron and the performance of manual labor (coins picture him with forge and hammer); perform magical feats for the needy; provide freedom for slaves; empower sexual fulfillment. Cabirus worship is especially interesting. It involved an initiation in special robes, confessing sins, cleansing through water baptism and symbolic immersion in the blood of the martyred god. Cabiric art (murals in Samothrace) portray dance that was “lighthearted, Bacchic, noisy...(and) grotesquely phallic” (R.W. Witt, in Jewett, p. 130). 
In the historical and social context it can be stated that there existed in the Greco-Roman world of Paul’s day a very tolerant attitude toward sexual conduct, particularly sexual activity outside the marriage. Sexual activity was frequently an important part of pagan religious practice. As a result, temple often had a reputation for immorality. Adulterous activity was so wide spread that the emperor Augustus established a new code of laws having to do with adultery and marriage – “the Julian Laws”. Within such a social context, the Jewish Christian leaders of the Jerusalem church felt the need to include in their letter to Gentile Christians in Syria and Cilicia – the so-called “Apostolic Decree” – a warning “to abstain from sexual immorality (Acts 15:20, 29; 21:25). 
Thus, it was believed that Cabirus would return to life from time to time to help the lower classes and bring justice to the city. They also believed that he would restore the city to its earlier greatness. That gave a flame of hope to the lower classes. These kinds of beliefs might seem incredible to us; but, even King Herod believed that Jesus was John the Baptist come back to life. (Mark 6:14, 16; Luke 9:7)
Another thing to note about the Cabirus cult is that in the days of Caesar Augustus, people began to worship him as a god. In the area around Thessalonica, the Romans proclaimed that, in fact, Caesar Augustus was Cabirus came back to life. 

As a result, the spiritual life of Thessalonica did not provide relief for the working classes. The common people were left without a meaningful religion. The Roman response to the Cabirus cult left a spiritual vacuum in the hearts of the people-a vacuum that the gospel of Jesus brought by Paul alone could fill. By Contrast, he was speaking to his hearers not of fictitious so-called human gods but of a real Messiah-Christ who really died, really rose to life, and directly proved to His followers that He had done so. 
Question: Do you think it was just an accident or coincidence that the worship of Cabirus included “blood sacrifices” and being “baptized in the blood” to commemorate his martyrdom? 
Who do you think was behind those echoing ideas similar to that in the life and ministry of Jesus? Was Satan trying to make the story of Jesus seem like just another pagan cult? When we see how Satan to the best of his ability tried to imitate the first coming of Christ, what do you think he will do as we approach the second coming of Christ? 
The Gospel as a Point of Contact: 
It is not known to us to what degree Paul understood the Cabirus cult and its implications. But, it is not hard to see how a Messiah who truly rose from the dead might excite the hopes especially of the poor classes of people in Thessalonica. Thus, we see that in a very short period of time, the Thessalonian church was established. When the gospel came to Thessalonica, the poor and the working classes were ready for it. They hoped for the greatest needs, hopes and dreams to be fulfilled. The Thessalonians were tied of their poor economic conditions. They were tied of living miserable lives. Thus, when the gospel came to them, they saw a ray of hope and responded in large numbers. That hope helped the gospel take its root in Thessalonica. 
Question: What missionary strategies does Paul teach us through this experience? 
One of the secrets of success in evangelism is to understand the people to whom you are talking. We must learn to meet people where they are (1 Cor. 9:19-27).  At the same time, we must never leave our Fundamental Christian roots behind recognizing that there will always be a conflict between those two positions. Multiple experiences have shown that people are most often open to changes in their thinking and behavior in times of disruption or change. These changes could be economic turmoil, political strife, war, weddings, divorce, dislocations, a move from one place to another, health challenges, and even death. These changes cause people to ask themselves serious questions. People find themselves in a different set of circumstances, and they have to establish new relationships. 

Could we as a Church use this information to help spread the gospel? Also can we recognize that being baptized brings a change, a disruption, in peoples’ way of thinking? Will this change build us or break us?
Paul, the “Street Preacher”: 
Acts 17:17 says, “Therefore he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews and with the Gentile worshippers, and in the marketplace daily with those who happened to be there”. During the time of Paul’s day, the Greeks particularly loved to hear people talk, discuss, and debate. Thus there were lots of popular philosophers who were present in public places and loved to speak to anyone present there. They sought to create in their listeners doubts regarding their current ideas and practices and expose them to new ideas and change. 

Paul observed this method and used this approach to work in public places. However, his approach was a little different than the philosophers. Although he began his work often in public places and usually starting in the synagogues, he sought to form a lasting community. Secondly, he chose to speak in public places was due to the reason that the temples were associated with immoral activities. 

He asked the people not only to become better members of their communities but also to separate themselves from the world. More than that, Paul suggested that conversion to Christianity was not just being convinced by a wise speech but was instead a supernatural work of God, the power of which came from outside. (Galatians 4:19; John 3:3-8; Philippians 1:6) . He worked hard and tried his best to avoid any kind of criticism. 
Home Churches: Christian churches almost always met in peoples’ homes during Paul’s day. 

Question: Have you ever worshiped in a home church? In some parts of the world, those are still either the necessary or the preferred place to worship.  Acts 18:1-3 tells us that Paul worked as a tent maker to help support himself. And he moved in with Aquila and Priscilla, a couple who were also tent makers, so they could work together. 
Thought Questions: How well do we communicate and interact with the community? Are you part of that community in the sense of being involved? Are church buildings which have been established for worship always the best place to carry out our worship activities? 
Presenting the gospel in a way that is attractive to a given community and meets their needs is a challenge. Do we understand what their real needs are? The gospel will be most effective when it is perceived as meeting the real needs of the people. 
Paul claimed that his message was true, his motives were pure, and his methods were straight forward. He had behaved in Thessalonica as he had elsewhere, as a faithful servant of God. He did not preach for the approval of men but God. 

So, how are we doing in our day? Are we slipping closer and closer into the customs of the world? Or, are we indeed winning the world for Christ? 
God Bless You!!!
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