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The Literary St ructure of 1  and 2  Thessalonians 

David Alan Black 

 

I nt roduct ion 

Literary st ructures, to use a scient ific analogy, are like those m ysterious species of fish that  

live on the ocean floor. As soon as they are brought  to the surface to be exam ined, the 

change in pressure is too great  for them  and they explode, leaving their invest igators in a 

state of frust rat ion and bewilderm ent .  

 

This analogy applies as m uch to the st ructure of the Thessalonian correspondence as it  does 

to the other NT writ ings. Casual readers m ay know som ething about  the “ rapture”  passage 

in 1 Thess 4: 13-18 and about  certain vivid passages, such as “pray without  ceasing”  (1 

Thess 5: 17) , but  they are often unaware of the total nature of the author’s thought . I ndeed, 

for m any Christ ians these let ters have been reduced to a collect ion of proof- texts and 

m em ory verses—a sort  of biblical telephone directory, with chapter and verse instead of 

area code and num ber. I n this essay we shall exam ine the literary st ructure of 1 

Thessalonians (and, to a m uch lesser extent , that  of 2 Thessalonians) , at tem pt ing to 

understand how the biblical author has com posed his correspondence and how the parts fit  

the whole—hopefully without  the pages exploding before us!   

  

Out lining 1  Thessalonians 

However, before I  discuss the literary organizat ion of 1 Thessalonians, I  would like to ask 

you to roll up your shirt  sleeves and do a lit t le work of your own—an induct ive study of the 

let ter. The following steps will help you discover the st ructure of 1 Thessalonians for 

yourself. I deally, these steps should be done every t im e you study a biblical book before 

consult ing other resources—including journal art icles like this one!  

   

A. First  Reading.  Read the let ter for your first  im pressions. Then answer the following 

quest ions:  

 

1. What  is the general tone or atm osphere of the let ter? 

2. What  are Paul’s purposes for writ ing the let ter? Does he seem  to have one over- r iding 

purpose in writ ing? 

3. What  are your personal im pressions of the book? Which parts or topics interest  you the 

m ost? 
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B. Second Reading.  The Greek text  of 1 Thessalonians consists of 18 paragraphs ( thought  

units)  that  together m erge to com m unicate Paul’s m essage. Read each paragraph and 

then assign a t it le to each (a paragraph t it le is a sum m ary in your own words of the 

cent ral idea in the paragraph) . The paragraphs are:  1: 1;  1: 2-10;  2: 1-12;  2: 13-16;  

2: 17-20;  3: 1-5;  3: 6-10;  3: 11-13;  4: 1-2;  4: 3-8;  4: 9-12 4: 13-18;  5: 1-11;  5: 12-22;  

5: 23-24;  5: 25;  5: 26-27;  5: 28. 

 

C.  Out line.  Go through the let ter again ( in com parison with your paragraph t it les)  and see if 

you can find any paragraphs that  are of sim ilar content . Const ruct  a m aster out line of 1 

Thessalonians based on your study thus far. Then com pare your out line with m ine: 1 

 

I .  Opening Greet ing, 1: 1 

I I . Com m endat ion for the readers’ progress in the Christ ian life, 1: 2-3: 13 

A. Thanksgiving for the conversion and zeal of the Thessalonians, 1: 2-10 

B. Review and defense of Paul’s m inist ry am ong them , 2: 1-12 

C. Thankfulness for their recept ion of the Word despite persecut ion, 2: 13-16 

D. Paul’s desire to visit  them  hindered, 2: 17-20 

E. The m ission of Tim othy, 3: 1-5 

F. Grat itude for the joy they have brought  him , 3: 6-10 

G. Prayer for growth, 3: 11-13 

I I I . Correct ion of problem s and m isconcept ions in the church, 4: 1-5: 22 

A. Exhortat ion to Christ ian living, 4: 1-2 

B. I nst ruct ion on m oral purity, 4: 3-8 

C. Adm onit ion to brotherly love, 4: 9-12 

D. The dead in Christ  and the return of the Lord, 4: 13-18 

E. The need for watchfulness, 5: 1-11 

F. The dut ies of church and private life, 5: 12-22 

IV. Conclusion, 5: 23-28 

A. Prayer for sanct ificat ion, 5: 23-24 

B. Request  for prayer, 5: 25 

C. Final greet ing and request , 5: 26-27 

D. Benedict ion, 5: 28 

  

                                                 
1 For a sim ilar  out line, arr ived at  independent ly, see M. W. Holmes, 1 & 2 Thessalonians (Grand Rapids:  
Zondervan, 1998) . Holmes’ work on the Thessalonian epist les is an outstanding model of commentary wr it ing and 
should be required reading for any pastor wishing to preach from these let ters. 
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Analysis of 1  Thessalonians 

I t  is now possible to discuss the st ructure of 1 Thessalonians in greater detail. Please have 

your Bible or Greek NT open before you as we proceed.  

 

Chapter 1  

The first  chapter is com prised of two paragraphs and follows closely the standard let ter 

writ ing convent ion used by Paul elsewhere:  Greet ing and Thanksgiving.2 The t rain of 

thought  in these two paragraphs m ay be indicated as follows:  

 

Opening Greet ing, 1: 1 

The int roduct ion gives the nam es of the writers and readers, and a salutat ion. The form  is 

convent ional but  it  has been Christ ianized (cf. the int roduct ion to Rom ans [ 1: 1-7] , which 

has been richly “clothed”  with doct r ine;  cf. also Gal 1: 1-5) . The int roduct ions of the 

Thessalonian epist les are Paul’s briefest . Significant  here is the absence of “apost le”  to 

describe Paul. As in other let ters Paul j oins his helpers’ nam es to his own in the address. 

The church is then designated and greeted with the typical Pauline expression “grace and 

peace.”  

 

Thanksgiving for the conversion and zeal of the Thessalonians, 1: 2-10. 

I n the Greek text , 1: 2-10 is one long awkwardly const ructed sentence that  is difficult  to 

punctuate and that  is loaded with adverbial phrases that  are hard to place. I f the paragraph 

is difficult  it  is also vitally im portant  to the author’s argum ent . I n the form  of a prayer of 

thanksgiving, Paul brings together two them es:  (1)  the m anner in which Paul and his 

colleagues shared their faith with the Thessalonians (vv 2-5) , and (2)  the response of the 

Thessalonians to the m issionaries’ preaching (vv 6-9) . Because of this shift  in em phasis, it  

m ay be useful to m ake a paragraph break at  the end of v 5. 

 

Secular Greek let ters som et im es included in their int roduct ion a prayer to som e God, but  

not  often a prayer of thanksgiving. Paul regularly does so (Galat ians is an except ion) , but  

the them e of grat itude goes far beyond m ere int roduct ion. Paul uses the thanksgiving period 

to relate the m ost  im portant  them es of the let ter body that  follows. The “ thanksgiving”  in 

our let ter appears to be m uch longer (1: 2-3: 13)  than in Paul’s other let ters. 

 

                                                 
2 On the st ructure of the Pauline let ters, see the excellent  discussion in T. R. Schreiner, I nterpret ing the Pauline 
Epist les (Grand Rapids:  Baker, 1990) , esp. ch. 1, “Understanding the Nature of Let ters”  (pp. 23-50) . 
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What  is the specific content  of this r ich paragraph of thanksgiving? Hiebert  (Thessalonians,  

42-44)  divides it  as follows:  (a)  Paul first  sketches the character of the thanksgiving with 

various statem ents (v 2)  and then (b)  elaborates three specific grounds for the thanksgiving 

(vv 3-10) . Paul’s thankful spir it  for the Thessalonians is prom pted by their Christ ian virtues 

(v 3) , their divine elect ion (vv 4-7) , and the reports of others concerning the church in 

Thessalonica (  vv 8-10) . According to Hiebert , “ this elaborat ion of their grounds for 

thanksgiving form s an adequate background for the rem ainder of the epist le”  (p. 44) . 

 

Best ’s overall analysis of 1: 2-10, however, seem s to unite the thoughts of the paragraph 

bet ter (Best , Thessalonians,  65) . His explanat ion m ay be sum m arized as follows:  

 

(a)  Paul thanks God for the way in which the Thessalonian converts have expressed their 

faith (v 3)  and (b)  for it s ult im ate ground in God’s choice of them  as Christ ians (v 4) . 

This choice was (c)  m ade clear in the successful m inist ry by Paul to Thessalonica (v 5)  

and (d)  in their response to the gospel, despite t r ibulat ion (v 6) . They (e)  becam e an 

exam ple to others (v 7)  and ( f)  a spur to evangelical act ivit y (v 8)  by their com plete 

acceptance of the faith, whose content  is (g)  expressed in a creedal form  (v 9f.) . 

 

This last  statem ent  concerning a “creedal form ”  indicates a com m on opinion am ong NT 

scholars that  Paul in 1: 9-10 is quot ing a pre-Pauline statem ent  of the church’s faith.3 

 

Chapter 2  

Following the thanksgiving for the readers in 1: 2-10, the thought  turns to the relat ionship of 

the m issionaries with their converts while they were st ill all together. I n 2: 1-12 Paul recalls 

the nature of the m issionaries’ work at  Thessalonica, clearly uneasy about  the charges being 

flung at  them . Then in 2: 13-16 Paul ut ters a new thanksgiving for the readers’ recept ion of 

the gospel that  was preached to them . And in 2: 17-20 Paul explains his cont inued absence 

from  his beloved converts. (Actually 2: 17-20 belongs with what  follows:  Paul’s relat ions with 

them  since being forcibly separated from  them  [ 2: 17-3: 13] . Thus it  would have been bet ter 

if chapter 3 had been m ade to com m ence at  2: 17. The present  chapter division was 

apparent ly due to the desire to have each chapter close with a direct  reference to the 

Second Com ing of Christ .)  

 

Review and defense of Paul’s m inist ry am ong them , 2: 1-12.  

                                                 
3 This view was first  suggested by G. Fr iedr ich, “Ein Tauflied hellenist ischer Judenchr isten, I  Thess. 1.9f,”  TZ 21 
(1965)  502-16. 
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As in 1: 2-10 there is a m ovem ent  of thought  in 2: 1-12 from  the act ivit y of the m issionaries 

to the response of the Thessalonians. Paul both affirm s the spir it  of love in which they cam e 

to Thessalonica and denies that  they had been wrongly m ot ivated. As he points out  

(perhaps even m ore forcefully)  in Galat ians and 2 Corinthians, his m essage and his personal 

integrity cannot  be separated. Paul notes that  his sincerity was clearly evident  (a)  in the 

way in which the gospel was presented (vv 3-6) ,(b)  in the love that  was the m ot ive for 

preaching the gospel ( vv 7-8) , and (c)  in the life lived by the m issionaries in the sight  of 

God and before the Thessalonians them selves (vv 9-12)  (see Bristol, Thessalonians,  42) . 

 

Thankfulness for their recept ion of the Word despite persecut ion, 2: 13-16.  

Here Paul renews his thanksgiving for the Thessalonians and for the way in which they had 

received the gospel. This recept ion is seen in the way in which they have endured 

persecut ion, the m ent ion of which leads Paul to a violent  outburst  against  the Jews and to a 

declarat ion that  God has finally j udged them . 

 

The opening word “and”  closely connects this paragraph with the preceding one. The review 

of their m issionary labors evoked renewed thanksgiving for the results of that  labor:  the 

Thessalonian converts. Here Paul underlines three basic considerat ions that  should be of 

encouragem ent  to them :  (a)  that  the m essage of the Christ ian gospel is the Word of God 

and not  m erely the word of m an;  (b)  that  the Thessalonian Christ ians are not  alone in their 

experience of persecut ion (although they m ay feel that  way) ;  and (c)  that  God judges those 

who are opposing his Word. Paul m akes them  aware that  they have their faith not  in m an 

but  in God, that  they are sharing in the sufferings of all Christ ians, and that  God always 

vindicates his people even through their sufferings. 

 

Paul’s desire to visit  them  hindered, 2: 17-20.  

Beginning with 2: 17 Paul takes up the topic of his cont inuing relat ionship with the 

Thessalonians. After his hurried flight  from  Thessalonica he desired deeply to return 

(2: 17-20) , but  being unable to do so he sent  Tim othy to them  (3: 1-5) , who reported on the 

faithfulness of the Thessalonians (3: 6-10) , which leads Paul to pray for them  once again 

(3: 11-13) . 

 

Here Paul explains how his separat ion from  the newly founded church had been on his 

heart , and how he had been frust rated each t im e he at tem pted to return. His great  love for 

and interest  in the Thessalonians is evident  in the language he applies to them :  they are 

and will be everything to him . 
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Chapter 3  

I n this chapter Paul rehearses the circum stances that  prom pted the sending of Tim othy 

(3: 1-5) , the fact  of the lat ter’s return with his good news about  the Thessalonians and Paul’s 

own exuberant  react ion to the report  (3: 6-10) , as well as his desire for the readers’ 

stabilizat ion (3: 11-13) . Paul had been seriously concerned about  whether the newly founded 

com m unity had stood up to it s various afflict ions. But  now Tim othy had brought  good news, 

and so Paul reverts again to the thanksgiving and intercessory prayer with which he had 

started. Just  as Paul was grateful for the beginnings of the com m unity through God’s grace, 

so now he is also grateful that  God had given the com m unity such steadfastness. 

 

The m ission of Tim othy, 3: 1-5. 

These verses are a unit ;  they are concerned with the return of Tim othy to the 

Thessalonians. The focus of this unit  is m arked by v 5, which sum s up and part ly repeats vv 

1-4. On the other hand, the unit  is linked with what  precedes and follows as a direct  

consequence of what  has just  been affirm ed in 2: 17-20. Since Paul could not  go to 

Thessalonica, the next  best  thing was to send Tim othy to them . Thus the relat ion of this unit  

with 2: 17-20 is one of reason and result :  Paul sends Tim othy back because of the 

affect ionate anxiety he has just  described. I n this paragraph Paul recounts both the 

circum stances that  prom pted the sending and the purpose in the sending in relat ion to the 

Thessalonians and to him self ( cf. Hiebert , Thessalonians,  131) . 

 

Grat itude for the joy they have brought  him , 3: 6-10. 

With this paragraph Paul passes from  the past  to the present . Tim othy has returned with 

good news that  has not  only rem oved Paul’s fears about  the Thessalonians but  enables him  

to be encouraged and to stand firm . The em ot ive content  of the passage, as Ellingworth and 

Nida have pointed out  (Thessalonians, 58) , is to be recognized as rare and heightened;  it  is 

m arked by the frequent  repet it ion of the personal pronouns “you”  and “we” ;  the use of such 

st rong expressions as “brothers”  (v 7) , “day and night ”  ( v 10)  and “earnest ly”  ( “with all our 

heart ,”  TEV;  v 10) ;  the use of long sentences (vv 6-8 and vv 8-10) ;  and a rhetorical 

quest ion in vv 9-10. 

 

The report  of Tim othy form ed the im m ediate occasion for the writ ing of this let ter. The 

anxiously awaited return of Tim othy had brought  Paul the long expected m orning of j oy and 

enthusiasm . This paragraph shows that  Paul was, in the words of Findlay (Thessalonians,  

86) , “a m an of high-st rung and ardent  nature, sensit ive in his affect ion to an ext rem e 
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degree. His whole soul was bound up with the Churches he had founded.... He lived for 

nothing else.”  

 

I n this paragraph Paul records the fact  of Tim othy’s return with the good news (v 6)  and his 

own enthusiast ic react ion to the report  ( vv 7-10) . 

 

Prayer for growth, 3: 11-13.  

I n this sect ion of the let ter Paul recorded his prayer both for him self and for the 

Thessalonians. There are two m ain pet it ions:  that  Paul m ay visit  them , and that  the 

deficiencies of their faith m ay be m ade up (perhaps by his com ing to them ) . These verses 

are linked to what  precedes by the reference to prayer in v 10, the them e of “want ing to 

see”  in 2: 17 and 3: 6, 10, and by the reference to supplying what  is needed in their faith in v 

10 (cf. “grow”  in v 12) . The beginning of a new paragraph is m arked by the int roduct ion of a 

new gram m at ical subject , “God… and...Jesus.”  

 

  Chapter 4  

The first  part  of the let ter has been concerned with the relat ionship of the m issionaries and 

the Thessalonians;  the second m ain division of the let ter begins here. From  now on, the 

m ain em phasis is upon the present  and the future, not  the past . The first  part  was devoted 

to thanksgiving and reassurance;  this part  is devoted to exhortat ions and counsel. Paul 

passes from  com m endat ion to correct ion.  

 

Ellingworth and Nida (Thessalonians,  73)  r ight ly point  out  that  the dist inct ion between the 

two parts should not  be exaggerated in such a way as to m ake it  absolute and final. While 

m any of Paul’s let ters can be divided into two m ain parts—inst ruct ion and exhortat ion—the 

two are never wholly separated. Here there are both features m arking a new sect ion and 

echoes of what  has been said before. The them e of holiness, which is cent ral in 4: 3-8, has 

already been ant icipated in 3: 13. The em phasis on love of the brethren (4: 9-12)  has been 

m ade in 3: 12. The them e of doing even m ore—a cent ral concern of the epist le (cf. 4: 1, 

10)—has already been announced in 3: 10 and (m ore st rongly)  in 3: 12. Though the them e 

of the parousia becom es prom inent  in the second part , it  also can be found in the first  

sect ion of the let ter (1: 10;  2: 19;  3: 13) . I n both parts of the let ter Paul st resses his 

relat ionship with the readers, and in both he touches upon significant  theological them es. I n 

the light  of this, Rigaux (Thessalonians,  493)  seem s to go too far in speaking of an “art ificial 

liaison”  at  the beginning of chapter 4. The difference between the two parts of the let ter is 

one of em phasis alone. 
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Here the beginning of a new sect ion is indicated in three ways. Paul indicates the t ransit ion 

first  of all with the word “Finally”  ( loipon) . The Greek word is an adverbial accusat ive and 

serves to m ark a t ransit ion rather than a conclusion, although the m eaning is m ore final 

when the word is used near the end of a let ter (e.g. 2 Cor 13: 11;  Phil 4: 8;  2 Tim  4: 8;  and 

possibly Phil 3: 1 if two let ters are joined at  that  point ) . Paul em ploys it  here, as in 2 Thess 

3: 1, to m ark a m ajor t ransit ion to an appeal for act ion. He is m oving to his final point  or 

points;  and though this sect ion is som ewhat  lengthy, there is definitely an im portant  change 

in subject  m at ter and type of m aterial. Since “Finally”  com m only im plies that  the conclusion 

is at  hand, the m ore general t ransit ional funct ion of the word is bet ter rendered by the KJV’s 

“Furtherm ore.”  

 

Secondly, the t ransit ion is m arked by the word oun ( “ therefore,”  “ then” ) . The word m ay look 

back specifically to the prayer of 3: 13, as Hiebert  suggests (Thessalonians,  160) . More 

probably it  has a cont inuat ive force and serves to int roduce m at ters that  are in accord with 

the subject  m at ter of the preceding sect ion (see Stevens, Thessalonians, 44) . “The word 

used here, as in m any other passages, reinforces the im portance of the t ransit ion”  

(Ellingworth and Nida, Thessalonians,  73) . I t  is also used in Rom  12: 1 and Eph 4: 1 at  the 

m ajor point  of t ransit ion between teaching and appeal for act ion. 

 

Finally, the vocat ive “brothers”  tends to m ark the beginning of a new sect ion (cf. 2: 1, 17;  

4: 13;  5: 12, 14;  2 Thess 3: 1, 13) , or at  least , as in 1: 4, the int roduct ion of an im portant  

new idea. The word also can often m ark an intensificat ion of em ot ive m eaning, as in 2: 9. 

This use of an endearing term  to int roduce a new developm ent  in Paul’s thought  is not  

lim ited to the Thessalonian let ters (cf. 2 Cor 13: 11;  Phil 3: 1;  4: 8) . 

 

The opening words of 4: 1 should, therefore, be understood as t ransit ional, equivalent  to a 

phrase such as “now in this closing part  of our let ter, brothers, we beg and urge you....”  

Thus Paul passes from  a discussion of his own relat ion with the readers to a considerat ion of 

their life and faith. He not  only exhorts, but  also gives fundam ental guidelines for Christ ian 

living in a com m unity and beyond it . 

 

I n a very sim ple and brotherly way Paul t r ies to give here a fundam ental form ulat ion of 

what  is “pleasing to God”  (4: 1)  and what  his “will”  is, topics he em phasizes in both the 

int roduct ion ( thelem a tou theou,  4: 3)  and the conclusion ( thelem a theou, 5: 18) . 
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Chapter four divides into four paragraphs. The first  two verses serve to set  the stage for the 

specific details that  follow part icularly in vv 3-8 but  also in the rem ainder of the paraenet ic 

port ion of the let ter (4: 1-5: 22) . This is followed by an exhortat ion to sanct ificat ion as 

applied to sexual behavior (4: 3-8) , inst ruct ions concerning brotherly love (4: 9-12) , and 

words of com fort  concerning the dead in Christ  and their status at  his coning (4: 13-18) . I n 

4: 13 the subject  shift s rather abrupt ly to eschatological topics, with two cent ral issues 

em erging:  the relat ion of the dead to the parousia (4: 13-18) , and the relat ion of the living 

to that  event  (5: 111) . Perhaps Paul has consciously m oved to these new topics because of 

what  he has heard from  Tim othy about  the Thessalonians, possibly through a let ter from  

them . At  any rate, the apost le is m aking up for the deficiencies in their inst ruct ion in this 

area (3: 10) . 

 

Exhortat ion to Christ ian living, 4: 1-2.  

This is clearly a foundat ional paragraph that  prepares the way for two specific m at ters about  

which Paul exhorts his readers:  sexual m oralit y (vv 3-8)  and love of the brethren (vv 9-12) . 

Verses 1-2 fulfill som ething of the sam e funct ion as a headline in a m odern newspaper as 

they look forward to the m ore detailed specificat ions of God’s will beginning in v 3. Paul is 

sim ply rem inding his readers that  they had already been told how they should live and that  

they should cont inue to act  on the knowledge they had received. His request  m ay be 

sum m arized in the final words of v 1:  “ that  you abound m ore and m ore”  ( the phrase is 

Pauline;  cf. 2 Cor 3: 9;  Phil 1: 9;  1 Thess 4: 10) . The expression is used absolutely, so that  it s 

applicat ion is as wide as possible in relat ion to behavior. I t s m eaning is well sum m arized by 

Best  (Thessalonians,  157) :  “They are already m oving in the r ight  direct ion;  let  them  

cont inue and increase their speed.”  

 

Verse 2 adds lit t le that  is new. But  it  em phasizes by repet it ion that  the com m andm ents they 

had received from  Paul were not  m an’s but  God’s ( they cam e through Jesus) . As in the 

beginning, Paul is m erely showing them  the way of God. 

 

I nst ruct ion on m oral purity, 4: 3-8. 

Moving from  general to part icular issues, Paul takes up with his readers first  of all the 

subject  of sexual behavior. His exhortat ion is shown to be grounded in the will of God (v 

3a) , part icularly applicable to the realm  of m oral conduct  (vv 3b-6a) , and supported by 

three reasons (vv 6b-8)  (see Hiebert , Thessalonians,  165;  Best , Thessalonians,  158-59) . 
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Verses 3-6 are all one sentence in Greek (not  verses 3-8, as Best  states, Thessalonians,  

159)  and pose a difficulty in that  som e of the words can be given different  m eanings and all 

of the clauses, though closely knit , can be const rued in different  relat ionships to one 

another. Here both the danger of im m oralit y and the responsibilit y of the Christ ian before 

God receive em phasis. I t  is interest ing to note that  when Paul felt  it  necessary to deal with 

certain pract ical problem s in Thessalonica, he began by showing the close relat ionship 

between faith and ethics in Christ ianity. Sexual m oralit y was not  a paragraph to be added as 

a kind of after- thought ;  it  was a vital part  of Christ ian living. 

 

Adm onit ion to brotherly love, 4: 9-12. 

Paul’s first  words “now about  the subject  of”  (peri de)  indicate a change in subject  m at ter. 

The sam e words appear at  the beginning of new sect ions in 1 Cor 7: 25;  8: 1;  12: 1;  and 

16: 1. I n these sect ions Paul is answering quest ions raised by the Corinthians in a let ter they 

had sent  him  in Ephesus. Perhaps Paul’s use of the phrase here and in 4: 13;  5: 1 indicates 

that  a sim ilar answer to writ ten quest ions is to be understood. I t  is j ust  as likely, however, 

that  his inform at ion has cam e from  Tim othy’s verbal report . 

 

The word peri ( “ concerning” )  form s part  of the t it le of m any Greek writ ings and has alm ost  

the funct ion of a new paragraph heading here and in 4: 13;  5: 1. Paul announces his them e 

and then proceeds to t reat  it  in detail. The sect ion on im purity is followed by three sect ions, 

each of which deals with a part icular subject :  brotherly love (4: 9-12) , the dead in Christ  

(4: 13-18) , and watchfulness (5: 1-11) . The st ructure of these three sect ions in Greek 

presents st r iking parallels:  (a)  the use of peri has already been noted;  (b)  the t ransit ion 

word de ( “but ,”  “now” )  indicates that  Paul is m oving to another topic of im portance;  (c)  the 

word “brothers”  serves to m ark the int roduct ion of a new them e;  (d)  finally, the basis for 

the teaching in the sect ion (either knowledge or lack of it )  expresses Paul’s reason for 

bringing up the topic. 

 

This paragraph m arks a further indicat ion of what  is involved in a life that  pleases God (vv 

1-2) . I t  begins with a com m endat ion of the readers’ love of the brethren (vv 9-10a)  and 

proceeds from  this posit ive statem ent  to an exhortat ion to abound yet  m ore in love as 

evidenced by one’s faithful perform ance of the everyday dut ies of life. Evident ly the 

“eschatological rest lessness”  (Hiebert , Thessalonians,  181)  of som e had led to the neglect  of 

honest  work (cf. 2 Thess 3: 6-15) . This situat ion needs to be rem edied if the com m unity is to 

rem ain in existence and to be a good test im ony to outsiders (vv 10b-12) . 
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The dead in Christ  and the return of the Lord, 4: 13-18.  

Paul’s new topic here concerns “ those who are sleeping,”  that  is, the dead in Christ . As at  

the t ransit ions between earlier sect ions, there are several form al features that  indicate a 

new beginning (e.g., the connect ing word de;  the use of “brothers” ;  the expression “We do 

not  want  you not  to know,”  which int roduces a new topic also in Rom  11: 25;  1 Cor 10: 1;  

12: 1;  and the preposit ion peri) . The opening de is m ost  appropriately rendered “now,”  

indicat ing t ransit ion rather than cont rast . 

 

Because of the abruptness of the t ransit ion from  m oral appeal (vv 1-12)  to teaching about  

the Lord’s return (4: 13-5: 11) , m ost  scholars are hesitant  to ident ify any close and logical 

connect ion between 4: 13-18 and what  has gone on before. Nevertheless, points of contact  

do exist  ( see Ellingworth and Nida, Thessalonians,  92-93) . (a)  Paul’s reference to the return 

of Christ  “with all his saints”  in 3: 13 m ight  raise in the readers’ m inds the quest ion:  “Will all 

Christ ians have died by then?”  The need for som e inst ruct ion concerning the Christ ian dead 

would have been appropriate at  this point  in writ ing. (b)  Behind Paul’s insistence that  

Christ ians should earn their own living (4: 9-12)  and otherwise live a norm al life is a 

situat ion in which excitem ent  about  the parousia was accom panied by a neglect  of work and 

everyday dut ies (cf. 2 Thess 3: 6-12) . While Paul’s teachings on these two subjects is m ore 

em phat ic in 2 Thessalonians, the subjects are nevertheless placed side by side here in Paul’s 

first  let ter to them . (c)  Finally, the apost le’s discussion of brotherly love in vv 9-12 m ay 

have raised the quest ion of the believer’s Christ ian responsibilit y to those who had recent ly 

lost  a loved one. Thus, while the links between this sect ion and the one that  follows 

(5: 1-11)  are close and obvious, im portant  links do exist  between this passage and the one 

before. 

 

Under the “subt it le”  ( “ concerning those who are asleep” )  Paul announces his them e (v 13) , 

sum m arizes his inst ruct ions (vv 14-17) , and concludes with a word of assurance (v 18) . 

Paul’s m ain purpose in this sect ion is not  doct r inal, but  rather to calm  his readers’ fears 

about  those who are asleep in Jesus. Any further teaching he gives is but  a m eans to this 

end. 

 

  Chapter 5  

The relat ion of chapter 5 to previous sect ions is obvious. The close connect ion between 

4: 13-18 and 5: 1-11 is m arked form ally by the repet it ion of “encourage one another”  in 4: 18 

and 5: 11. Thus we should understand these two paragraphs as com prising the dist inct ively 

eschatological block of m aterial in the let ter. The form er offered m uch needed inst ruct ion 
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concerning the dead in Christ ;  the lat ter appeals for appropriate conduct  on the part  of 

those who rem ain.  The undercurrent  of the expectat ion of the com ing of the Lord runs 

through the whole let ter. But  in chapter 5 Paul is eager to show that  orientat ion towards the 

end has consequences for the Christ ian life. I n view of the uncertainty as to the t im e of 

Christ ’s com ing, it  vital that  the Thessalonians give diligence to be m orally and spir itually 

ready. 

 

After a rem inder of the suddenness of the parousia and of the Thessalonians’ responsibilit ies 

in relat ion to it  (5: 1-11) , Paul closes his let ter with a series of brief inst ruct ions (5: 12-22)  

and a conclusion (5: 23-28) . 

 

The need for watchfulness, 5: 1-11.  

The t ransit ion to 5: 1 is m arked in the sam e ways as in 4: 9 and 4: 13:  the “subt it le”  indicator 

peri is repeated, as is the word “brothers” ;  Paul refers to his readers’ level of knowledge 

(here they do know what  he is about  to repeat ) ;  and the connect ive part icle de is again 

t ransit ional, indicat ing that  a new subject  is being int roduced. De m ay properly be rendered 

“now”  if it s funct ion here is m erely to indicate that  Paul is m oving to another topic. 

However, it  m ay also suggest  that  a cont rast ing thought  is being int roduced, as is reflected 

in the “but ”  of the m ajorit y of m odern versions. The cont rast  m ay be between the certainty 

of the fact  of Christ ’s com ing as set  forth in 4: 13-18 and the uncertainty as to it s t im e as set  

forth here. Ellingworth and Nida (Thessalonians,  104)  see the cont rast  as being between the 

readers’ ignorance and their knowledge of eschatological t ruth:  “ you needed further 

teaching about  Christ ians who have died, but  you know already that  the end will com e 

unexpectedly.”  Concerning the t im e when the Lord will com e, they already possessed 

knowledge. By cont rast , the clear im plicat ion is that  they needed the inst ruct ion given in the 

previous sect ion (4: 13) . 

 

Paul deals with two m ain topics in this passage:  the t im e of the parousia (vv 1-3)  and 

watchfulness (vv 4-11) . I n light  of both the certainty and the unexpectedness of the Lord’s 

return, the Thessalonians m ust  prepare them selves for his com ing by bearing the arm or of 

God, which st rengthens their inner m an and focuses their hope on the salvat ion to be 

revealed in Jesus Christ . Only those who are indifferent  can afford to let  them selves drift  

into a state of waking sleep. 

 

The dut ies of church and private life, 5: 12-22. 
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A new beginning is int im ated by yet  another de,  the repet it ion of “we beg”  (erotom en)  from  

4: 1, and the use of “brothers.”  Here again, the connect ive de m ay either be resum pt ive 

(m erely int roducing a new sect ion)  or adversat ive (drawing som e type of a cont rast ) . Since 

it  is difficult  to determ ine what  the cont rast  could be, it  is perhaps best  to t ranslate de with 

“now”  or “ furtherm ore.”  

 

I t  is difficult  to know how far these exhortat ions relate specifically to the Thessalonian 

com m unity and not  to all Christ ians everywhere. I t  is very possible, however, that  Paul here 

intends to cont inue the paraenesis begun in 4: 1. To be sure, v 12 is a fresh start , and the 

m aterial in the paragraph does not  lend it self easily to any detailed ident ificat ion with what  

has preceded in the let ter. Yet  in view of the occasional nature of Paul’s writ ings it  is 

tem pt ing to see certain problem s and situat ions that  the Thessalonians were facing in the 

background. For exam ple, a tension m ay well have been present  between the leaders of the 

congregat ion and the rest  of the m em bers (5: 12-13) . There m ay have also been som e 

disagreem ent  about  the usefulness of the m ore spectacular gift s of the Spir it , which were in 

danger of being squelched unnecessarily (5: 19-22) . Fram e, in part icular, sees a clear 

connect ion between those ident ified in 5: 14 as “ idle, fainthearted, and weak”  and 4: 1-5: 11 

(Thessalonians,  11-12) .4 Thus, while Paul m ay be giving t radit ional catechet ical inst ruct ion 

(as he does, apparent ly, in Rom ans 12) , it  is wholly in the style of Paul to set  down a list  of 

injunct ions with precise groups in m ind, writ ing as he does with the situat ion of the 

churches in view. I n this connect ion, it  m ust  be borne in m ind that  Tim othy had just  

returned from  Thessalonica with a detailed report  of the problem s and needs in the church. 

 

The internal st ructure of this sect ion is not  perfect ly obvious, but  it  is st ill possible to see 

som e type of developm ent  from  beginning to end. The t r iadic st ructure of these exhortat ions 

suggests that  Paul is t reat ing five topics com prised of three m ain injunct ions each:  the 

church’s responsibilit y to it s spir itual leaders (vv 12-13) ;  the church’s responsibilit y to it s 

needy m em bers (vv 14a-c) ;  the church’s responsibilit y to all m en (vv 14d-15) ;  the church’s 

spir itual privileges (vv 16-18) ;  and the church’s spir itual responsibilit ies (gift s)  ( vv 19-22) . 

There also appears to be an inner developm ent  from  the first  series of injunct ions in vv 

12-15, where Paul’s concern is with Christ ian behavior, to the last  series in vv 16-22, where 

the inner life of the Christ ian is in view. 

 

                                                 
4 Elsewhere I  have argued that  the idle, fainthearted, and weak of 5: 14 are addressed more specifically by Paul in 
4: 9-12, 4: 13-18, and 5: 1-11, respect ively. See D. A. Black, “The Weak in Thessalonica:  A Study in Pauline 
Lexicography,”  JETS 25 (1982)  307-22.  
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Conclusion, 5: 23-28.  

The part icle de m akes it s final appearance in 5: 23, where it  appears to have an adversat ive 

force. Paul realizes that  the exhortat ions of 4: 1-5: 22 need divine enablem ent  to be carried 

out , so he ut ters a prayerful rem inder of the only source of power available to the Christ ian 

(vv 23-24) . With this prayer Paul concludes his paraenesis, j ust  as he earlier concluded the 

thanksgiving of the first  part  of let ter with a sim ilar pet it ion (3: 11-13) . Prayers also appear 

in the closing sect ions of som e of his other epist les (2 Thess 3: 16;  Gal 6: 16;  Rom  15: 13;  

Phil 4: 19) . 

 

Aware that  he needs prayer as m uch as his readers do, Paul then asks that  the recipients of 

the let ter pray for him  (v 25) . Reciprocal prayer is found regularly in his let ters (Rom  

15: 30-33;  2 Cor 1: 11;  Philm  22;  Gal 4: 3;  Eph 6: 18-19;  cf.  also Heb 13: 18)  and is “a 

hum an touch showing how heavily Paul leaned upon the sym pathy of his converts”  (Fram e, 

Thessalonians,  215) . Conscious of his need for the help of others, Paul again adds the 

affect ionate address, “brothers”  ( the only instance in the let ter where it  is placed in the 

em phat ic first  posit ion) . 

 

I n vv 26-27 Paul bids the Thessalonians to greet  all the brethren and to see to it  that  the 

let ter is read to all, presum ably a tact ful adm onit ion to the idlers who apparent ly felt  

them selves above the injunct ions of Paul ( cf. 2 Thess 3: 14) . This part icular phrase is unique 

am ong the NT let ters, and the rare verb “adjure”  (enorkizo)  occurs only here in the NT. 

 

The concluding benedict ion, “ the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ ”  ( v 28) , inaugurated the 

typical Pauline pract ice. As in the init ial greet ing (1: 1)  Paul has replaced the typically 

secular “ farewell”  (errosthe;  cf. Acts 15: 29)  with a dist inct ly Christ ian reference to “grace.”  

Som e m anuscripts add here an “am en,”  which could very well be the original reading ( the 

external evidence is st rong)  despite the opinion of m ost  scholars that  it  is a liturgical 

addit ion stem m ing from  a later period. 

 

Unlike that  of 2 Thessalonians, this conclusion lacks an autographic salutat ion in which Paul 

asserts that  the let ter is an authent ic docum ent  from  him  direct ly. This m ethod of 

authent icat ing his let ters apparent ly developed after Paul learned of at tem pts to claim  his 

authority on the basis of docum ents that  he had not  writ ten (cf. 2 Thess 2: 2) . From  then on, 

the church had to be t rained to dist inguish between the spurious and the authent ic. 
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Fram e (Thessalonians,  215)  sees a t r iadic arrangem ent  in vv 25-27, where Paul m akes 

three final requests:  prayer for him self and his associates, a greet ing of all the brethren, 

and the reading of the let ter to all. This arrangem ent  m ay well be in keeping with the t r iple 

exhortat ions in vv 12-22 and with the t r iadic arrangem ent  of words and phrases in other 

parts of the let ter ( cf. 1: 3;  2: 10, 19;  5: 8, 23) . 

 

Different  m anuscripts add a variety of subscript ions, of which the KJV t ranslates one:  “The 

first  epist le unto the Thessalonians was writ ten from  Athens.”  Other m anuscripts have “ from  

Corinth,”  a reading that  m ore accurately reflects the historical background of the let ter. 

None of these subscript ions, however, is part  of the original text  of 1 Thessalonians.  

 

Analysis of 2  Thessalonians 

I t  m ust  suffice here to present  but  a brief overview of 2 Thessalonians. The following out line 

is adapted from  Holm es’ excellent  com m entary (p. 30) :  

 

I . Opening Greet ing, 1: 1-2 

I I . Thanksgiving and Encouragem ent  in the Face of Persecut ion, 1: 3-12 

I I I . The Day of the Lord and the Man of Lawlessness, 2: 1-12 

IV. Thanksgiving and Prayers, 2: 13-3: 5 

V. The Problem  of the Disorderly, 3: 6-15 

VI. Final Greet ing, 3: 16-18 

 

I t  is clear that  in 2 Thessalonians Paul is dealing with three m ain topics:  persecut ion, a 

m isunderstanding about  the Second Com ing of Christ , and cont inued disrupt ive behavior on 

the part  of certain believers. The let ter also cont inues the encouragem ent  so evident  in 1 

Thessalonians. I n short , 2 Thessalonians em phasizes that  our future rests on the ut ter 

faithfulness of God as we await  with hope the revelat ion of his Son from  heaven. 

 

Conclusion 

I n this essay we have t r ied to show how a NT writ ing “works”  by m eans of a network of 

internal cohesion that  operates on different  levels of linguist ic organizat ion. A study of 

literary st ructure is a vital aspect  of biblical teaching and preaching in that  it  gives you a 

picture of the whole before at tem pt ing to understand the various parts. This will enable you 

to carry out  your work m ore effect ively on the lower levels of language and to handle the 

individual verses of the text  m ore easily and accurately.  
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Appendix: Suggested Preaching Out line of 1  Thessalonians: “How  to Be a Model 

Church” 

 

I .  I nt roduct ion, 1: 1 

I I .  The Model Church’s Privileges 

A. To Be Faithful People, 1: 2-10 

B.  To Be Faithful Ministers, 2: 1-10 

C.  To Be Faithful Witnesses, 2: 11-3: 13 

I I I . The Model Church’s Responsibilit ies 

A. To Walk in Holiness, 4: 1-2 

B. To Walk in Sexual Purity, 4: 3-8 

C. To Walk in Love, 4: 9-12 

D. To Walk in Hope, 4: 13-18 

E. To Walk in the Light , 5: 1-11 

F. To Walk in Fellowship, 5: 12-22 

IV. Conclusion, 5: 23-28 
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