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Foreword

Jesus is coming again. He is coming soon. The next big 
event in the story of salvation is the second coming of Jesus 
Christ, who will judge the world in righteousness and establish 
his everlasting kingdom of joy and grace. Everything else in life 
ought to be oriented around the sure and certain promise of 
our Savior’s return.

As much as any other writings in the New Testament, includ-
ing the book of Revelation, Paul’s Letters to the Thessalonians 
are dominated by a concern for the imminent return of Jesus 
Christ. Although these warmly personal epistles also address 
many other important topics—such as sanctification by the 
Spirit, perseverance through suffering, and brotherly love in 
the body of Christ—the second coming of Jesus Christ is never 
far from the apostle’s mind or heart. To study 1 and 2 Thes-
salonians, therefore, is to anticipate the day of the Lord at the 
end of the world and the everlasting life that belongs to every 
faithful servant of God.

It is not at all surprising that the apostle Paul wrote two 
epistles on the end times. To be honest, it is hard to understand 
everything the Bible teaches about the end of the world and what 
will happen afterwards. Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians 
answered some of the questions that people usually have about 
the second coming, but it also raised many other questions, so a 
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second letter was needed for clarification. Together both epistles 
deepen our understanding of God’s plans for the future and his 
call to constant preparedness for the return of our Lord.

As you read 1 and 2 Thessalonians with the help of this 
study guide, it is important to understand what kind of book 
the Bible claims to be. The Bible says that it is the very Word of 
God, breathed out by the Holy Spirit (2 Tim. 3:16-17). The one 
true and living God speaks to us in every word on every page. 
Thus we should believe that as we read and study the Bible we 
are hearing the voice of God.

The Bible also says that this God-given Word was written 
by real human beings, who wrote under the direction of God the 
Holy Spirit (see 2 Peter 1:21). The Bible was written for people 
like us, by people like us. We should read the Bible, therefore, 
both as a divine book and as a human book. This means rec-
ognizing and understanding the conventional literary forms in 
which the Bible is written, finding pleasure and taking delight in 
the Bible’s beauty, simplicity, and majesty. It also means that we 
should take as much care to study the Bible as Paul and the other 
original authors took to write it, paying close attention to every 
word that was carefully chosen to fit into its proper context.

The Bible claims further that the Word of God is something 
we need to live, as much or even more than we need our daily 
bread (Matt. 4:4; cf. Deut. 8:3). Therefore, we should read and 
study the Bible every day as if our lives depended upon it.

To be more specific, the Bible says that it has the life-
giving power to bring us into a saving relationship with Jesus 
Christ (2 Tim. 3:15). The saving wisdom of Scripture is not 
limited to one part of the Bible or another, but holds true for 
every book in the Old and New Testaments, including 1 and 
2 Thessalonians. As we read and study this part of the Bible, 
therefore, we come into a personal saving knowledge of Jesus 
Christ—the Savior who died, who rose again, and who “will 
descend from heaven with a cry of command, with the voice 
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of an archangel, and with the sound of the trumpet of God” 
(1 Thess. 4:16).

The Bible is also a practical book—a lamp to our feet and a 
light to our path (Ps. 119:105). The Bible tells us everything we 
need for godly thinking and holy living (2 Tim. 3:16-17). It shows 
us the way to go in life. In short, the Bible is the most useful 
book ever written. As we read, therefore, we should be looking 
for practical truth that will make a difference in what we think, 
what we say, and what we do in every situation in life.

This study guide will give you a helpful method for study-
ing the Bible in all the right ways. It will encourage you in the 
daily reading, meditation, and memorization of Scripture. It 
will help you to be serious and systematic about studying the 
Bible for yourself. It will ask you questions that help you see 
the literary structure, Christ-centered meaning, and practical 
implications of 1 and 2 Thessalonians. It will give you growing 
skill and confidence in understanding the Bible, while at the 
same time helping you make progress in personal holiness and 
deepening your love for God the Father, God the Son, and God 
the Holy Spirit. And it will help you do all of this in relationship 
with other members of your spiritual family—your brothers and 
sisters in the church.

May the same Holy Spirit who first revealed these words 
enable you to understand what you read, find joy in what you 
study, and glorify God in the way that you live as you wait for 
the Second Coming of the Son of God.

Philip Graham Ryken
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A Personal Word 
from Kathleen

I began to write these Bible studies for the women in my own 
church group at College Church in Wheaton, Illinois. Under 
the leadership of Kent and Barbara Hughes, the church and that 
Bible study aimed to proclaim without fail the good news of 
the Word of God. What a joy, in that study and in many since, 
to see lives changed by the work of the Word, by the Spirit, for 
the glory of Christ.

In our Bible study group, we were looking for curriculum that 
would lead us into the meat of the Word and teach us how to 
take it in, whole Bible books at a time—the way they are given to 
us in Scripture. Finally, one of our leaders said, “Kathleen—how 
about if you just write it!” And so began one of the most joyful 
projects of my life: the writing of studies intended to help unleash 
the Word of God in people’s lives. The writing began during a 
busy stage of my life—with three lively young boys and always 
a couple of college English courses to teach—but through that 
stage and every busy one since, a serious attention to studying 
the Bible has helped keep me focused, growing, and alive in 
the deepest ways. The Word of God will do that. If there’s life 
and power in these studies, it is simply the life and power of 
the Scriptures to which they point. It is ultimately the life and 
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A Personal Word from Kathleen

power of the Savior who shines through all the Scriptures from 
beginning to end. How we need this life, in the midst of every 
busy and non-busy stage of our lives!

I don’t think it is just the English teacher in me that leads me 
to this conclusion about our basic problem in Bible study these 
days: we’ve forgotten how to read! We’re so used to fast food that 
we think we should be able to drive by the Scriptures periodi-
cally and pick up some easily digestible truths that someone else 
has wrapped up neatly for us. We’ve disowned that process of 
careful reading . . . observing the words . . . seeing the shape of a 
book and a passage . . . asking questions that take us into the text 
rather than away from it . . . digging into the Word and letting it 
speak! Through such a process, guided by the Spirit, the Word 
of God truly feeds our souls. Here’s my prayer: that, by means 
of these studies, people would be further enabled to read the 
Scriptures profitably and thereby find life and nourishment in 
them, as we are each meant to do.

In all the busy stages of life and writing, I have been continu-
ally surrounded by pastors, teachers, and family who encourage 
and help me in this work, and for that I am grateful. The most 
wonderful guidance and encouragement come from my husband, 
Niel, whom I thank and for whom I thank God daily.

May God use these studies to lift up Christ and his Word, 
for his glory!
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Introduction

The apostle Paul’s letters to the Thessalonians form part of 
an exciting, complex story of the growth of the New Testament 
church. We live in a time increasingly like that of Paul, when 
the church all over the known world is quickly growing, amid 
all kinds of aggressive false teaching. What an encouragement 
and challenge to witness Paul’s zeal for the gospel in the midst 
of missionary trips, newly planted churches, and persecution 
from multiple directions! How gracious of God to give us Paul’s 
inspired words, which still speak into the church with clarity and 
spur it on with the hope of Jesus coming again.

First and Second Thessalonians are some of the earliest epis-
tles, dated by most scholars around A.D. 50 and 51—amazingly, 
less than twenty years after Jesus’ death. Paul had traveled not 
long before with Silas to this city of Thessalonica, the capital of 
Macedonia—still a thriving city today. There, as we shall see in the 
background story of Acts 17, Paul preached in the synagogue, and 
many believed the gospel, including a great many devout Gentiles. 
The Jews became jealous and formed a violent mob—from whom 
Paul and Silas escaped by night. But they left behind a group of 
committed believers, a newly planted church. It is this new church 
to which Paul writes in these letters, yearning to encourage them 
to stand firm and grow rightly in their faith.
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Introduction

Paul’s encouragement to the Thessalonians is the encourage-
ment of the gospel. He takes them back to their receiving of the 
gospel he preached to them; he urges them to walk steadfastly 
according to the sanctifying power of the gospel at work in them; 
and he points them to the ultimate hope of the gospel—the day 
of the Lord when Jesus will come again. This huge theme of Jesus’ 
return—with the related events of the resurrection, the gathering 
to Jesus of all believers, and the final judgment—appears and 
reappears in these two epistles as a constant frame of reference 
for every aspect of our lives. The eternal hope of the gospel 
should indeed, Paul teaches, light up our every step along the 
way. Even the more minor but significant themes of idleness 
and work or sexual purity, for example, are important not just 
in a moralistic way; they are important because of the neces-
sary sanctification of each believer and all believers together, in 
preparation for meeting Jesus when he comes—and also because 
of the eternal fruit of gospel witness that flows from holy, obedi-
ent lives. In our preoccupied, immediate-comfort-and-success-
oriented society, how crucial for us to hear this exhortation of 
Paul to hold on to the foundation of the gospel, especially to that 
gospel hope which shapes and informs every moment now, as 
we eagerly look for our Lord Jesus to come again.

First and Second Thessalonians are short but not simple books. 
They are full of Paul’s love and passion for these believers and for 
the gospel, and they are full of weighty teaching and instruction. 
Careful study of the text, by the help of the Holy Spirit, brings the 
reward of both heartfelt encouragement and greater gospel under-
standing. Taking time to peer through Paul into this early New 
Testament congregation also brings growing insight into the church, 
an excitement about its spread and growth, and a challenge to live 
more faithfully as a member of Christ’s body, until he comes again. 
All these benefits of studying 1 & 2 Thessalonians come wrapped 
in hope and a kind of urgency—the hope of Jesus coming soon, and 
the urgency of living and sharing the gospel to that end.
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Lesson 1 (1 Thess. 1:1–10)
“Our Gospel Came  

to You . . .”

Day One—A Gospel Letter

On this first day, let us begin by noting that we are read-
ing an epistle, a letter sent from the apostle Paul to the young 
Thessalonian church that he had planted through his preach-
ing of the gospel in their city, as we shall read. Paul (now in 
Corinth) has just received a good report from Timothy, whom 
he sent to see how the Thessalonians were doing (1 Thess. 3:6). 
The apostle Paul rejoices to hear of their perseverance in the 
faith and desires to guide them into a clearer understanding 
of that faith.

Paul opens with a customary salutation (1 Thess. 1:1), 
acknowledging the presence and greetings (and probably sec-
retarial help) of his companions Silvanus (Latin for “Silas”) and 
Timothy, both of whom had been to Thessalonica as well.

	 1.	 In 1 Thessalonians 1:1, notice in whom Paul understands 
the church to exist. How do Paul’s words of greeting 
confirm from the start just who is this Jesus that Paul 
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Lesson 1 (1 Thess. 1:1–10)

has preached to the Thessalonians? Note: The word “Christ” 
means literally “anointed one” or “Messiah.”

	 2.	 It will be helpful, initially, to read through 1 Thessalo-
nians as a letter should be read: from beginning to end. 
Do a rather quick first read, straight through the five 
chapters of this epistle. When you have taken it in as a 
whole, jot down themes and observations that stand out 
to you on this first reading. As you begin to grasp the 
shape of the letter, you may want to consult the suggested 
outline in the back of this study.
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“Our Gospel Came to You . . .” 

Day Two—Starting with the Gospel

On first reading, one large theme that emerges is the sec-
ond coming of the Lord Jesus Christ—the day of the Lord. Paul 
often mentions that day throughout the letter and focuses on 
it in 1 Thessalonians 4 and 5. But that day is the culmination 
of the gospel story, and Paul starts not there but back at the 
beginning: with the planting of the gospel in the hearts of 
these new believers.

	 1.	 First, list all the various factors involved in the Thessalo-
nians’ initial receiving of the gospel (1 Thess. 1:4–6).
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Lesson 1 (1 Thess. 1:1–10)

	 2.	 Look through this wonderful list, which only begins to 
uncover the huge drama of a soul coming to faith. What 
do you notice, and how do you respond?

	 3.	 Now read Luke’s historical account in Acts 17:1–10. How 
does this passage more specifically explain the gospel to 
which Paul refers in 1 Thessalonians 1:5?

	 4.	 What other details from Acts 17:1–10 help fill out Paul’s 
summary of the Thessalonians’ conversion in 1 Thes-
salonians 1:4–6?
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“Our Gospel Came to You . . .” 

Day Three—Gospel Ramifications

	 1.	 What various things do you see happening in Paul in 
the course of his relationship with these Thessalonians 
(1 Thess. 1:2–8)?

	 2.	 How, perhaps, have you known or seen such effects of 
sharing the gospel? How might these effects offer an 
answer to the loneliness and alienation experienced by 
so many today?
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Lesson 1 (1 Thess. 1:1–10)

	 3.	 Clearly, things were happening not only in Paul but also 
in the Thessalonians! List and comment on the three 
weighty phrases Paul uses in 1 Thessalonians 1:3. How 
might they together summarize the work of the gospel 
in our lives? How do they all make sense only because 
of the verse’s final phrase?

	 4.	 According to 1 Thessalonians 1:6–8, what further spe-
cific evidences of gospel life are found in these Thes-
salonians? In what ways do these verses challenge you?
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“Our Gospel Came to You . . .” 

Day Four—The Gospel’s Shape

In a powerful conclusion to this introductory section of his 
letter, Paul sums up the whole shape of a gospel life as evidenced 
in these new believers: turning, serving, and waiting (1 Thess. 1:9–10).

	 1.	 We can see how turning to God from idols might well have 
been literally true for the many Gentile converts in 
Thessalonica, and how it is still true in many parts of 
the world today. How is this turning a true and neces-
sary step for every person who comes to faith in the 
one living and true God? See also Ephesians 2:1–3.

	 2.	 The turning is not only from but also to. To serve carries 
the connotations of slave service, which makes sense 
when we see the one served. What do we know about 
this God from 1 Thessalonians 1:9–10?
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	 3.	 The service is a means of active waiting—not for some-
thing but rather for someone. Paul will unpack this truth 
further in these two letters, but, for now, from 1 Thes-
salonians 1:10, what truths do we know about the one 
for whom we wait? Note: It had been less than twenty years since 
Jesus’ disciples had seen him die on the cross, rise again, and ascend 
into heaven. Review that promise of the angels at his ascension in Acts 
1:6–11.

	 4.	 How much is or is not your life summed up by this turn-
ing, serving, and waiting (and by this work of faith, labor of 
love, and steadfastness of hope)? In what ways would you like 
more actively to embrace this whole shape of the gospel 
in your life?
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“Our Gospel Came to You . . .” 

Day Five—Looking Back

	 1.	 Reread the whole flow of this week’s passage, 1 Thes-
salonians 1:1–10. Having studied it in detail, now write 
down several concluding thoughts and observations 
concerning Paul’s joyful summation of the work of the 
gospel in the Thessalonians’ lives.

	 2.	 How are words and the word important in this first 
chapter of 1 Thessalonians? What different kinds of 
words do you find here? Words connected with what?
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Lesson 1 (1 Thess. 1:1–10)

	 3.	 This opening passage offers just the first in many 
examples of Paul as a man of prayer. Look back through  
1 Thessalonians 1, asking what prayers might grow in 
you as you read these verses. What prayers does this first 
chapter stimulate in your mind and heart? Write down 
your own prayer or prayers based on this passage.
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