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1 THESSALONIANS 3 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Therefore when we could endure it no longer, we thought it best to be left 
behind at Athens alone, 2 and we sent Timothy, our brother and God's fellow 
worker in the gospel of Messiah, to strengthen and encourage you as to your 
faith, 3 so that no one would be disturbed by these afflictions; for you yourselves 
know that we have been destined for this. 
 
3:1 What is communicated in vs. 1-3 recounts the visit of Paul and his colleagues to 

Thessalonica, and the subsequent events afterward, in Acts 17:1-15. After being forced out of 
Thessalonica and Berea, Paul made his way to Athens (Acts 17:16-34). As it is said to the 
Thessalonicans, “when we could endure it no longer, we thought it best to be left behind at 
Athens alone.” This is obviously referring to the struggle which was experienced by Paul 
and company going to Thessalonica, and who eventually found themselves in Athens. 

There might be a potential issue about how the plural “we” is used in v. 1, to be 
followed by the singular “I” in v. 5: “For this reason, when I could endure it no longer...” 
Some look at the “we” in v. 1 as an epistolary plural, in that Paul is speaking of himself as 
“we.” Others, though, coupled with the record in Acts ch. 17, have come to differing 
thoughts on what is being stated. The “we” could have involved other, unnamed members of 
Paul’s company, or far more likely, the “we” is associated with various unrecorded actions 
involving Silas and Timothy, which are not present in Acts. There have been various 
proposals offered by conservative commentators, in an attempt to reconcile and/or 
synthesize the records witnessed in this letter and Acts.1 The one I have found the most 
reasonable, per the available data, is that of Gene L. Green: 

“According to the narrative in Acts 17.14, Paul departed from Macedonia and traveled 
on to Athens, leaving Silvanus and Timothy in Berea. When he arrived, those who 
accompanied him went back to Macedonia ‘with instructions for Silas and Timothy to join 
him as soon as possible’ (Acts 17.15). It appears that they did precisely this. After coming to 
Athens, Timothy was sent back to Thessalonica, at which time Paul and Silas were ‘left 
behind’ in Athens. Silas himself returned to Macedonia as well, though this is not 
specifically mentioned but only implied from the Acts narrative. Paul left Athens and 
headed south to Corinth where Silas and Timothy caught up with him upon their return 

 
1 Cf. Morris, pp 98-99; Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 90; Bruce, 1&2 Thessalonians, 60. 
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from Macedonia (Acts 18.1, 5). Acts does not include all the details of the comings and goings 
of several people who appear in the narrative, so the omission of some movements of the 
characters does not surprise us.”2 

We have no real reason to discount the record in Acts and what Paul says in 1 
Thessalonians. Obviously, what is being stated about the Thessalonicans’ spirituality is 
what is principally in view. The contents of ch. 3 largely concern Paul’s deep anxiety over 
the Thessalonicans’ growth and development in the Lord, and what would happen to them 
after he left. Would they be able to maintain their Messiah faith, in view of the trials they 
would face? Or, would temptation set in, and they would fall away? 

3:2 While Paul was left in Athens, Timothy was sent to Thessalonica to check on the 
new Believers: “We sent Timothy, our brother and co-worker for God in proclaiming the 
Good News of Messiah, in order to strengthen and encourage you in your faith” (TLV). 
While Paul and Silas had very clearly been ejected from Thessalonica, and a soon return to 
the city was not possible (2:18), how could Timothy have made a visit—given his certain 
association with them? Either Timothy had never been to Thessalonica, or Timothy had 
maintained a low profile as a member of Paul’s company and would not have been 
recognized, or as F.F. Bruce suggests, being “the son of a Greek father, perhaps [he] looked 
like a Greek and therefore attracted no special attention in a Greek city, whereas Paul and 
Silvanus were full Jews and probably immediately recognizable as such.”3 

There is some discussion present in textual criticism regarding the labeling of Timothy 
as “our brother and God's fellow worker,” ton adelphon hēmōn kai sunergon tou Theou, with 
some manuscripts containing diakonos, “deacon” or “minister.”4 The issues largely pertain 
to doubting whether Timothy could be legitimately described as a sunergos or “fellow 
worker” alongside of Paul and Silas. Whatever is said about Timothy in v. 2, it is stated 
because Timothy was likely not as well known in Thessalonica as either Paul or Silas, and 
Paul wanted to validate Timothy’s authority as a legitimate representative of the good 
news.5 

Timothy was sent to the Thessalonicans “to establish you, and to comfort you” (YLT), 
stērixai humas kai parakalesai. These two verbs should be noted as having some significance. 
Stērizō, “metaph. to confirm, establish” (LS),6 is seen in Sirach 13:21 in the Apocrypha, where 
it is said, “When a rich man totters, he is steadied [stērizō] by friends, but when a humble 
man falls, he is even pushed away by friends.” Philo used it to describe those “kept in a state 
of commotion and agitation, without being able to stand firm [stērizō]” (On Dreams 2.11).7 
And, in 2 Clement 2:6 we encounter, “For it is indeed a great and admirable thing to 

 
2 Green, 157. 
3 Bruce, 1&2 Thessalonians, 64. 
4 Cf. Aland, GNT, 700; and the discussion in Metzger, Textual Commentary, 631. 
5 Witherington, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, pp 92-93. 
6 LS, 746. 
7 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 388. 
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establish, not the things which are standing [stērizō], but these that are falling.”8 The second 
verb used, parakaleō, is witnessed in Yeshua’s promises about the Holy Spirit being sent to 
the Disciples as the Comforter (John 14:16, 26). As a servant of the Lord, presumably filled 
with the Holy Spirit, Timothy was to comfort the Thessalonican Believers, enabling them to 
be encouraged in their faith. 

3:3 The purpose for Timothy visiting the Thessalonican Believers was “so that no one 
would be unsettled by these trials. You know quite well that we were destined for them” 
(NIV). Rendered as either “afflictions” (KJV/RSV/NASU), “trials” (NIV), or even 
“persecutions” (NRSV), is the term thlipsis—which can appear as “tribulations” (YLT). Even 
with the diversity of renderings regarding such “hardships” (REB) or “sufferings” (Kingdom 
New Testament), Believers in Yeshua the Messiah are to expect trouble (Mark 4:17; John 
16:33; Acts 14:22; Philippians 1:29; 2 Timothy 3:12), but tribulation and distress are things 
which are to serve the Lord’s plan (Acts 11:19; Romans 5:3; 2 Corinthians 1:4; 4:17). Much of 
the thlipsis that Believers experience pertains to the events of day-to-day living, and are 
resultant of the fact that we do not live in a perfect world, and that the gospel will always be 
opposed by evil people. At the same time, the steady building of thlipsis is a sign that the 
culmination of the age is steadily approaching. Charles A. Wanamaker notes how in “Jewish 
apocalyptic thought...it was maintained that the righteous were destined to undergo 
affliction or tribulation before the emergence of the new age (see Dn. 12:1; Jub. 23:13f.; 2 Bar. 
70:2-10; 2 Esdr. 5:1-12; 13:30f.; 14:16f.).”9 

What kind of persecution was going on in Thessalonica? The record from Acts 17:1-9 is 
that the accusation made against Paul and company was that they declared a message of 
disloyalty against Caesar. Standard Synagogue Judaism was a legal religion within the 
Roman Empire, exempt from Caesar worship. Messianic faith was regarded as a sect of 
Judaism, although it declared the arrival of a King who would overthrow the leaders of the 
Earth. The Jewish religious leaders in Thessalonica had gone to the local authorities, to 
dismiss the gospel message of Yeshua as being politically subversive. With the Messiah 
followers being largely cast out of the Jewish community—and with them being largely 
composed of former pagans—their main sector of persecution would have been those who 
thought that the declaration of King Yeshua was problematic to the benefits offered to the 
city of Thessalonica by King Caesar. We do not see any direct evidence here that the 
persecution of the Thessalonican Believers involved anyone being killed, but the 
persecution certainly involved ridicule and a high level of social ostracism. 

Leon Morris actually suggests that “Perhaps while the Gentiles were persecuting them 
the Jews spoke kindly to them (or Paul feared that they would) with a view persuading them 
to accept Judaism, which, of course, could have as one of its effects immediate cessation of 
persecution.”10 All that is stated for sure regarding the persecution of the Thessalonican 

 
8 BibleWorks 8.0: Ante-Nicene Fathers. 
9 Wanamaker, 130. 
10 Morris, 101. 
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Believers in v. 3 is, “You yourselves know that this is to be our lot” (RSV), meaning “we must 
expect such things” (Phillips New Testament). In the estimation of Green, “Morris interjects 
elements that are not hinted at in the context,” such “as the suggestion that the Jews were 
trying to get these Christians to convert to Judaism.”11 What is far more likely is that, in 
acknowledging Yeshua as Israel’s Messiah, the Thessalonican Believers experienced 
mocking and harassment from both the pagan Thessalonicans and many members of the 
local Jewish community. I. Howard Marshall does not speculate too much on what any of the 
persecution involved, and simply suggests “Paul is thinking of the continuation of 
troubles”12 that he himself had experienced while in the city. 

The Apostle Paul was deeply concerned that the Thessalonican Believers not “be 
shaken by these persecutions” (NRSV). Green observes how “Their continuance in the faith 
and not simply their emotional well-being was at stake. The possibility of apostasy was very 
real in this toxic environment.”13 Paul needed a report on the Thessalonicans’ spiritual 
condition, in order that he may be calmed (v. 5). 
 

 
4 For indeed when we were with you, we kept telling you in advance that we were 
going to suffer affliction; and so it came to pass, as you know. 5 For this reason, 
when I could endure it no longer, I also sent to find out about your faith, for fear 
that the tempter might have tempted you, and our labor would be in vain. 
 
3:4-5 Paul was concerned that given a certain amount of trial, coupled with temptation, 

that many of the Thessalonicans would fall prey to the Adversary and renounce their 
Messiah faith. He reminds his audience, “when we were with you, we told you before that 
we should suffer tribulation” (KJV)—and they were in the process of experiencing it. Paul 
mentions how “when I could stand it no longer, I sent to find out about your faith. I was 
afraid that in some way the tempter might have tempted you and our efforts might have 
been useless” (NIV). Not being informed as to what was going on after his departure from 
Thessalonica, Paul had Timothy go to them to bring back a report (v. 6). Paul did not want to 
think that the enemy had entered in, tempted the Thessalonican Believers to denounce 
Yeshua (cf. 1 Corinthians 7:5), and hence make all of Paul’s ministry efforts a work in vain. 

While the end-times are a definite theme of the Thessalonican letters (4:13; 5:1; 2 
Thessalonians 2:2), the issue of persecution of Messiah followers is general enough to not be 
specifically dependent on an immediate return of the Lord. Green summarizes, “The very 
fact that they had met with dishonor as a result of their faith would be cause enough for 
confusion. A person who was given the evil eye, insulted, or beaten publicly suffered great 
dishonor in a society where one’s honor was held by the community to which one belonged. 

 
11 Green, 161. 
12 Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 92. 
13 Green, 161. 
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The loss of honor due to the conversion to the true and living God would have resulted in 
profound confusion.”14 If one is not strong in the Lord—which includes the dismissal of 
human honor—a person can fall for Satan’s temptations to sin and ultimately renounce God. 

While among the Pauline letters, there were fewer problems in Thessalonica—in 
comparison to places like Galatia or Corinth—Robert K. Jewett is right to direct us, “This 
verse alone should be sufficient to refute the often repeated claim that there was nothing 
seriously amiss in Thessalonica.”15 What we are dealing with is the (potential) problem of 
new, non-Jewish Believers not having been significantly rooted or grounded in their new 
Messiah faith. Paul’s having to leave Thessalonica too soon played a role in this, but many of 
these Believers never having been really exposed to basic Tanach teaching in the synagogue 
also played a role. Had Paul been able to spend some sufficient time with these Believers, 
there should be every expectation that he would not have had such a fear about them. 
 

 
6 But now that Timothy has come to us from you, and has brought us good news of 
your faith and love, and that you always think kindly of us, longing to see us just 
as we also long to see you, 7 for this reason, brethren, in all our distress and 
affliction we were comforted about you through your faith; 8 for now we really 
live, if you stand firm in the Lord. 
 
3:6 Paul informs the Thessalonicans that Timothy has returned to him, and that he 

“brought us good tidings of your faith and charity” (KJV). The verb typically rendered along 
the lines of “brought us good news” is euangelizō, which is most often associated in the 
Apostolic Scriptures with the proclamation of the gospel and evangelism. Among 
interpreters, Marshall is one who thinks that euangelizō is, to some degree, used in this 
sense in v. 6, stating that “The preaching of the gospel includes the news that Jesus Christ is 
proved to be a mighty Saviour in the experience of those who respond to the Christian 
message; knowledge of this can lead non-believers to faith and believers to thanksgiving 
and deeper faith.”16 While euangelizō is commonly associated with the gospel message, and 
while the work of the message of salvation in Thessalonica was something that Timothy 
reported back to Paul, most tend to view euangelizō in a more general sense of Paul having 
been given “a glowing account” (Phillips New Testament) or “welcome news” (Good News 
Bible) of the Thessalonicans’ spiritual progress. They were definitely manifesting “faith 
working through love” (Galatians 5:6). 

A major part of the good news, that Paul was given about the Thessalonicans, was that 
“you always have pleasant memories of us and that you long to see us, just as we also long to 
see you” (NIV). As Green appropriately observes, “Far from having a bad memory of Paul 

 
14 Ibid., 163. 
15 Jewett, in ECB, 1418. 
16 Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 94. 
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and his companions or hostility toward them for leaving, they had warm and kindly 
memories...There was no animosity but only ‘pleasant memories,’ which were constant 
(always).”17 At the same time, while the Thessalonicans did not bear any ill will toward the 
Apostle Paul—even with his having to hastily leave them—they all had a desire to see one 
another in person again. In his commentary, Green references a statement from the Roman 
Seneca, who said, “I never receive a letter from you without being in your company 
forthwith” (Epistles 40.1),18 implying that for many ancients a letter could suffice for an in-
person visit. While Paul’s letter to the Thessalonicans would surely have been appreciated 
and welcomed, Green validly concludes how, 

“[T]he letter was never a full and adequate substitute for the presence of an absent 
friend. While this correspondence has the marks of a ‘friendly letter,’ it also mixes 
admonition and thanksgiving with expressions of friendship...While Paul follows the 
epistolary conventions of the day, this in no way diminishes the sincerity of his longings for 
this church.”19 

As I serve the educational ministry of Outreach Israel and Messianic Apologetics, I 
recognize that written materials do not always suffice for in-person visits and opportunities 
to speak to people face-to-face. The ongoing challenge with the ministry duties that I have, 
in particular, is that they involve a great deal of time required for in-office writing and 
researching. I hope that as studies like this one are steadily produced, that people in today’s 
Messianic movement can see my heart in probing the Scriptures—and that I am able to 
clearly convey my concern for their spiritual development and well being, in least to some 
degree as Paul did when he wrote audiences like the Thessalonicans. Thankfully, the 
modern tools of electronic communication make dialogue and “visiting” other people the 
world over, far easier and more convenient than what was possible in the First Century C.E. 

3:7 The report about the Thessalonicans’ spiritual growth was something that was a 
great relief and comfort to Paul, as he says, “Therefore, brothers and sisters, in all our 
distress and persecution we were encouraged about you because of your faith” (TNIV). 
Paul’s current condition, presumably in Corinth, was one which he labeled as pasē tē anagkē 
kai thlipsei, “all our tribulation and necessity” (YLT). The terms anagkē and thlipsis are used 
together in the Greek Septuagint,20 as they describe a variety of human emotions (Job 15:24; 
Psalm 25:17 [24:17]; 119:143 [118:143]), as well as the coming Day of the Lord: 

“Near is the great day of the LORD, near and coming very quickly; listen, the day of the 
LORD! In it the warrior cries out bitterly. A day of wrath is that day, a day of trouble and 
distress [Heb. MT: yom tzarah u’metzuqah; Grk. LXX: hēmera thlipseōs kai anagkēs], a day of 
destruction and desolation, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness” 
(Zephaniah 1:14-15). 

 
17 Green, 167. 
18 Ibid., 168. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Wanamaker, 135. 
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As far as Paul’s specific circumstances were concerned, we might consider some of the 
ministry difficulties that he faced in Corinth (cf. 1 Corinthians 2:1-3; 7:26) as playing some 
kind of a role in the language witnessed in v. 7. Gordon D. Fee informs us, “Paul is currently 
in Corinth, probably early on in his time there, and here we pick up that he is clearly 
smarting from some present ‘distress and persecution.’ The reason for mentioning it here, 
however, is not that Paul ‘loves to suffer,’ but almost surely as a way of tying his own 
present circumstance to theirs in verse 3 through the common word thlipsis (‘trials’).”21 
Distress, anguish, and tribulation are not things only limited to the end-times or future Day 
of the Lord. 

Yet, in what way were terms like anagkē and thlipsis to be associated with the time of 
the end? It is obvious, looking at Paul’s letter two millennia after it was written, that the 
Messiah has not yet returned and the final judgment of the Day of the Lord has yet to 
manifest. Wanamaker thinks, “Paul would have understood whatever hardships he 
experienced as part of the final distress and affliction preceding the return of Christ.”22 This 
can be useful to consider, to a certain degree, as the sufferings of all Messiah followers—
imposed upon them by an evil, justless world—will only be finally vindicated when He 
returns to establish His reign from Jerusalem. 

3:8 Regardless of what level Paul’s distress and tribulation were directly or indirectly 
to be associated with the end-times, the news of the Thessalonicans growth in the Lord is 
what he was truly overjoyed about. Paul’s thought is, “for now we live, if you stand fast in 
the Lord” (RSV). (The NASU has likely added “really” in italics without any cause; the NIV 
has “really” without noting it as an addition.) Elsewhere in Paul’s letters, we see how the life 
of a born again Believer involves a consistent death of the old person of flesh (Romans 8:36; 1 
Corinthians 15:31; 2 Corinthians 4:10-12). While an important Biblical concept to be sure, 
this does not appear to be what is in view here in v. 8. 

Paul and his associates are said to “live,” because they were relieved to hear of the 
Thessalonicans’ spiritual condition. Does this mean that, having not had a report of their 
progress in the Lord, that they were in a sense “dead” or at least “dying”? Green actually 
goes as far so as to suggest, “For him and his companions the good news about this church 
was like a resurrection.”23 Having said that his work among the Thessalonicans could have 
been in vain if they fell to the enemy (v. 5), and the certain feeling of failure that would 
come with a negative report about them—Paul and company can now feel rejuvenated 
because their work for the gospel is manifesting itself. 

Knowing that the Thessalonican Believers have adequately maintained their faith, 
while making Paul “live,” does come with a serious condition: “if you stand firm in the 
Lord.” Simply because the work of Paul in declaring Yeshua to them had not been thwarted, 
there would be an ongoing responsibility for them to be rooted in Him. The verb stēkō here 

 
21 Fee, 124. 
22 Wanamaker, 135. 
23 Green, 170. 
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should be regarded as meaning, “to be firmly committed in conviction or belief” 
(BDAG).24 It appears later in 2 Thessalonians 2:15, where Paul says, “So then, brethren, stand 
firm [stēkō] and hold to the traditions which you were taught, whether by word of mouth or 
by letter from us.” Ben Witherington III astutely informs us, “Paul did not believe that one’s 
faith came prepackaged and complete at the point of conversion. It is rather a living thing 
that grows or shrinks, can be little or great, can be enhanced or diminished, and can even be 
said to be brought to completion (cf. Phil. 1.9; Col. 1.10; 2 Thess. 1.3).”25 Whether the ancient 
Thessalonican Believers or Twenty-First Century Messianics, being firm in Messiah Yeshua 
is required in order to finally arrive at a point of complete, perfect faith and full entry into 
God’s Kingdom. 
 

 
9 For what thanks can we render to God for you in return for all the joy with 
which we rejoice before our God on your account, 10 as we night and day keep 
praying most earnestly that we may see your face, and may complete what is 
lacking in your faith? 
 
3:9 The Thessalonicans are lauded by Paul in a unique way, in how he asks them, “How 

can we thank God enough for you in return for all the joy that we feel before our God 
because of you?” (NRSV). The language of “before our God” (emprosthen tou Theou hēmōn) 
may be rightly assumed to be taken from the Tanach (i.e, Deuteronomy 12:12, 18; Leviticus 
23:40). Marshall further states, “When Paul speaks of our God, this is a further way of 
acknowledging the way in which God acts for the good of his people.”26 The thanksgiving 
issued for the Thessalonicans, by Paul and his associates, would largely have been in the 
form of prayers (v. 10). 

3:10 Continuing his question of the Thessalonicans, Paul tells them, “we pray most 
earnestly night and day that we may see you face to face and supply what is lacking in your 
faith” (ESV). David H. Stern suggests here that Paul was involved in the morning and 
evening synagogue prayers traditional to Judaism (Ma’ariv and Shacharit). While this is not 
impossible, it is also likely that “night and day” is intended to just mean that Paul and 
company prayed regularly and rather intensively for the Thessalonicans. Green thinks that 
“Their prayers were intense beyond measure,”27 with Witherington further stating that this 
“is the kind of hyperbole one would expect in epideictic rhetoric.”28 Marshall concludes, 
“His prayers for them...made inroads into the time he might have spent in sleep, prayer by 
night being a sign of deep concern (Ps. 42:8; 63:6; 77:2; 2 Mac. 13:10; IQS 6:6-8).”29 

 
24 BDAG, 944. 
25 Witherington, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 96. 
26 Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 98. 
27 Green, 173. 
28 Witherington, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 96. 
29 Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 98. 
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The level of prayers for the Thessalonicans is represented by the term huperekperissou, 
“quite beyond all measure (highest form of comparison imaginable)” (BDAG),30 which is 
used elsewhere by Paul to describe a high degree of love to be shown toward fellow 
Believers (5:13)31 or the love and power of God (Ephesians 3:20). 

The significant prayer issued to God for the Thessalonicans is done so that Paul and his 
companions “may complete what is lacking in your faith.” What was lacking in the 
Thessalonicans’ faith? It is not difficult to see, given the background material of Acts 17:1-9, 
that they had not developed significantly in some of the doctrinal essentials such as the 
resurrection or Last Days. The need to avoid sexual immorality (4:1-12) and diligently work 
(5:12-14) also needed elaboration. The verb katartizō is defined with “to furnish completely” 
(LS),32 with it being rendered as “complete” (NASU), “supply” (RSV/NIV), “restore” (NRSV), 
or even “perfect” (KJV). In Ephesians 4:12, a cognate noun, katartismos, is employed: “the 
equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Messiah.” 
While v. 10 has been certainly applied across many generations of Believers, as a pastor or 
leader has prayed for the spiritual development of others—the need to be reminded of what 
a completion or supply of the Thessalonicans’ faith meant to them in the First Century 
cannot go overlooked. Wanamaker reminds us, 

“Living in a culture shaped by the beliefs and values of the Christian tradition, 
contemporary Christians are prone to forget or ignore the magnitude of the change in 
beliefs and values undergone by Paul’s pagan converts in becoming [Believers].”33 
 

 
11 Now may our God and Father Himself and Yeshua our Lord direct our way to 
you; 12 and may the Lord cause you to increase and abound in love for one 
another, and for all people, just as we also do for you; 13 so that He may establish 
your hearts without blame in holiness before our God and Father at the coming of 
our Lord Yeshua with all His saints. 
 
3:11 Paul reemphasizes his desire to see the Thessalonicans in person again (v. 6), 

telling his audience, “Now may our God and Father Himself and Yeshua our Lord direct our 
way to you” (TLV). Principally in view is how Paul wants there to be a “clear...way” (NIV) 
provided so that he might visit the Thessalonicans. A clear, straight, or unimpeded way for 
transportation or right living is something witnessed in the Tanach (1 Samuel 6:12; Psalm 
5:8; 118:5; Proverbs 4:26-27; 9:15; 29:27; Ezekiel 18:25; cf. Judith 12:8). The Aaronic 
Benediction may be considered this sort of prayer (Numbers 6:24-26). Paul is praying here, 

 
30 BDAG, 1033. 
31 Cf. Testament of Joseph 17:5, where it describes Joseph’s love toward his brothers. 
32 LS, 414. 
33 Wanamaker, 139. 
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