
REASONS TO BE THANKFUL (1:2-10) 

Paul, in this section, will open his letter to the Thessalonians by giving thanks to God for them. 
This particular act is not unique in his writings. It is actually found in all of his writings with the 
exception of his epistle to the Galatians and 2 Corinthians. As the epistle unfolds the reasons for 
Paul’s thanksgiving become more and more evident. As Paul continues he shows intimate 
knowledge of the faith of the Thessalonians. This first section (chs. 1-3) help create a basic 
structure where Paul first three chapters are personal and the remaining are practical. 

This section will provide the basic principles of a thankful heart. Paul, through his own practice 
and experience informs his readers about proper thanksgiving. Paul shows what believers ought 
to hold as a priority for thanksgiving and what a thankful heart looks like. 

I. THE DETAILS OF THANKSGIVING (1:2a) 

A. The Contributors of Biblical Thanksgiving: God’s United People 

“We give thanks”  
 First, Paul identifies that the participants of thanksgiving is not merely just him 

alone, but Paul includes his associates Silvanus and Timothy, “We give thanks.”1 
Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy had a united reason and purpose to give thanks to God 
for the Thessalonian believers. No division existed among the leaders of the 
Thessalonian church when considering the lives of the Thessalonians and the 
reasons for which to praise God. 

 The ministry team overseeing the Thessalonians operated as a unit and were 
consistent in their values and approaches, “As a ministry team, they lived out their 
own preaching (cf. 5:18) by engaging in habitual thanksgiving according to the will 
of God.”2 They were a group of leaders united in doctrine and practice. 

 There remained among Paul and his associates an objective measure upon which 
they could rejoice in the life of the recipients. Practically, this indicates that there 
also remains an objective standard by which all believers must determine their 
thanksgiving. 

 

 

                                                
1 Hiebert mentions those who have argued for an editorial 1st person plural. His arguments are convincing: (1) 

there is no hermeneutical rule in determining when an editorial 1st person plural is used; (2) contextually with the 
mentioning of Timothy and Silvanus give no reason to second guess the genuine 1st person plural; (3) Paul could 
have used the 1st person singular because he does so within the epistle and elsewhere in the NT (cf. 2:18, 3:15, 5:27; 
also see the salutations of 1 & 2 Corinthians, Colossians, Philippians, and Philemon) [D. Edmond Hiebert, 1 & 2 
Thessalonians, 46-47]. 

2 Richard Mayhue, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 45. 



B. The Characteristic of Biblical Thanksgiving: Consistent 

“We give thanks . . . always”  
 The ministry team communicates to the readers that they collective practiced 

“thanksgiving.”3 The term itself means, “to show oneself kind.”4 Paul and his 
associates saw it fitting to give thanks to God.   

 The thanksgiving performed by Paul and his ministry associates was consistent.5 
The thanksgiving of Paul and his associates was not sporadic or occasioned by 
particular circumstances.6 Rather, in conjunction with their continual manifestation 
of faith was their consistent thanksgiving to God for them. It was a faithful and 
regular pattern of thanksgiving. God was actively working in the lives of the 
recipients. Therefore, Paul recognizing such activity gives thanks to God. 

 Theologically, this continual attitude of thanksgiving shows that Paul is consistent 
in that Paul sees and understands all things under the watchful and sovereign eye of 
God. Paul stated to the Romans that, “And we know that God causes all things to 
work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to 
His purpose” (Rom 8:28). He would later state that the goal of God’s activity, 
whether viewed as good or bad, is the maturation of the believer—this results in 
thanksgiving to God. 

 Hiebert properly comments, “This expression of his thanks to God is an illustration 
of Paul’s practice of taking his various experiences, whether sad or glad, into the 
presence of God. All experiences were viewed in relation to Him. Thus he practiced 
the presence of God in his life.”7 

 Therefore, the believer is able to consistently give thanks to God because He is 
sovereign over all things. There is never a point not to be thankful because God has 
never lost control of this world or universe. The hand of God in the lives of people 
causes the believer to thank Him. 

 

 

                                                
3 Greek, Euvcaristou/men, PAI1S euvcariste,w, “I give thanks.” 

4 Archibald T. Robertson, Word Pictures of the New Testament, 1 Thessalonians 1:2. The term is a combination of 
euv meaning “good” and carizomai meaning, “to give graciously.” 

5 This is seen in the present tense of the main verb as well as the adverb, “pa,ntote” meaning “always.” 

6 See Leon Morris, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 
1991), 39. Morris mentions that some believe the “always” and “mentioning” are meant to communicate that each 
time they prayed they mentioned the Thessalonians. This does not seem to be the case because Paul indicates it is a 
constant affirming because “always” adverbially qualifies “thank.” 

7 D. Edmond Hiebert, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 47. 



C. The Concentration of Biblical Thanksgiving: God 

“We give thanks to God always”  
 The thanksgiving of a believer is concentrated upon God, “we give thanks to God” 

(emphasis added). This is a specific offer of thanksgiving and not to any general 
pagan god in the secular world.8 While others may give honorific credit to false 
gods for the good things in this world, Paul and his associates are united in 
recognizing the root of all spiritual fruit in the lives of the Thessalonians is God. It 
is the One True God that deserves and receives all credit. Paul directs his 
thanksgiving to God and in doing so reminds his readers that all that they are and all 
that they have received were ultimately from God toward the fulfillment of His 
gracious purposes with them. 

 Therefore, the believer concentrates their efforts of thanksgiving to God. The 
expression of such thanksgiving encourages the believer that God is indeed active 
and present in a sanctifying way in the life of the believer. You must recognize that 
all activity in the life of the believer is performed by God for His glory. 

 

D. The Congregation of Biblical Thanksgiving: All Believers 

“We give thanks to God always concerning all of you” 
 Lastly, we find the congregation or the people to be thankful for. Paul identifies that 

he is thankful because of all the readers. It is inclusive to the community of 
believers. Paul did not exclude any of the believers in his thanksgiving or in his 
prayers to God. The epistle later exposes the shortcomings of the Thessalonian 
church, yet Paul saw Christ being shown in the lives of his readers in same way, 
great or small. 

 Paul also alludes to the past lifestyle of his readers as idolaters (cf. 1:9). Here, Paul 
sees a recognizable change in life from idolatry to lovers of the True God through 
the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 Practically, this indicates the leaders responsibility for praying on behalf of all 
saints without an attitude of favoritism. From the congregation’s perspective, they 
all should have imitated such an attitude of recognizing God’s sanctifying grace in 
the life of each and every single one of the believers in Thessalonica. 

 John Walvoord penetratingly states, “He [Paul] was thanking God for all of them. 
In each life and heart the Spirit of God had done His work in such a way that souls 
had been saved and were now bearing a faithful testimony for the Lord Jesus Christ. 
As we consider our own lives and testimony, do our pastors and Sunday school 
teachers—those with whom we work in Christian service—thank God for us 
always? Certainly there is a challenge to us here to be like the Thessalonians and so 

                                                
8 The Greek, tw|/ qew/|, includes the definitive article specifying the object of thanksgiving as, “the God.” 



to live before God and our fellow Christians that they may thank God always for 
us.”9 

 Yes, we do need to be aware of our behavior before God as Walvoord has stated, 
but we must realize that ultimately it is God who is working in our lives. We are 
challenged to seek for evidences of God’s hand in our life.  

 

 

II. THE DUTY OF THANKSGIVING (vv. 2b-10) 

 After having given the details of thanksgiving Paul now focuses on the actual duty of 
thanksgiving. Knowing that thanksgiving is a united action done consistently directed 
towards God for His activity in the life of every believer attention is given towards what 
that thankfulness looks like in the life of a believer. 

 1 Thessalonians 1:2b-10 will indicate for us three main principles that inform our duty of 
thanksgiving. These principles are: (1) thanksgiving shows in the conduct of prayer; (2) 
thanksgiving is brought about in remembrance; and (3) thanksgiving is caused by an 
objective knowledge of God’s hand.10 

A. The Conduct of Thanksgiving: Prayer (v. 2b) 

“ . . . making mention of you in our prayers . . .” 
 Paul now undoubtedly continues his train of thought of thanksgiving by stating that 

the conduct or practice of thanksgiving is manifested through prayer. The phrase, 
“making mention” is only used by Paul in the context of prayer.11 This passage also 
indicates the collective prayer of Paul and his missionary associates as an activity 
that was done constantly. They were invested in the priority of praying to God on 
behalf of the Thessalonians with an attitude of thanksgiving.12  

 The term for prayer13 is a reference to general prayer that can be used to 
communicate prayers to God that are either supplications, intercessions, praises, or 
adoration.14  

                                                
9 John Walvoord, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 21. 

10 These activities are based on the three following qualifies participles. Each will be discussed under the given 
outline. 

11 Robert L. Thomas, “1 Thessalonians,” EBC, 1:2. See also Romans 1:9; Ephesians 1:16; Philemon 4. 

12 The missionaries personal involvement in the act of prayer is evident in the middle voice of the participle, 
poiou,menoi. 

13 Greek, proseucw/n. 



 Prayer is the method or tool that a believer uses to display thanksgiving to God. 
Paul and his believers included in their prayers time to thank God for others. Their 
prayers were not only for themselves, but included other living believers. 

     

B. The Circumstance of Thanksgiving: Remembrance (v. 3) 

 “always remembering your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of 
hope of our Lord Jesus Christ in the presence of our God and Father” 

 

1. The Act of Remembering 

 First, Paul mentions the actual act of remembrance. This act is something that 
is also continuous indicated by, “always.”15 The timing of remembering is 
again a constant action performed by Paul and his associates. They were 
actively practicing the action of remembrance.16 

 The very cause that Paul and his associates had to give thanks to God was 
their remembrance of the Thessalonians. Their thanksgiving is not based on 
assumption, but instead is based upon the actual actions of their Christian 
living. 

 

2. The Action of Christian Living 

 Paul and his associates continual act of remembrance is focused upon the 
actions of the Thessalonian’s Christian living. Paul and his associates did not 
highlight the failures of the Thessalonian church, although their spiritual 
shortcomings will be addressed later, but rather in their remembrance before 
God they recall the Christian virtues of faith, love, and hope.  

 These three virtues are found all through the Scriptures as three-fold 
description of true faith (1 Thess 5:8; Rom 5:1-5; 1 Cor 13:13; Gal 5:5-6; Col 
1:4-5; 1 Pet 1:21-22; Heb 10:22-24). 

 These three virtues cannot be visibly seen in the life of any believer, although 
every believer has faith, love, and hope. But what Paul highlights are the 

                                                                                                                                                       
14 Richard Mayhue, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 45. 

15 Adverb, avdialep,ptwj. See Hiebert, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 48-49. Here he gives the arguments for taking the 
adverb with either the previous clause (v. 2) or the following clause (v. 3). 

16 Greek, mnhmoneuontej PAPMNP. 



products of living faith, love, and hope. These are explained by Paul in the 
following statements. 

i. Faith that Works 

 The first virtue mentioned by Paul is the Thessalonian’s faith. This faith 
was not alone, but rather produces works.17 This work is activity is 
inspired and motivated by true saving faith. The emphasis lies on the 
product of the Thessalonian’s faith, works. Without faith there is no 
work or activity.  

 The term for “work”18 can be used in several contexts. Some may 
include references to manual labor (1 Thess 2:9, 4:11; 2 Thess 3:8, 10; 1 
Cor 4:12, 9:6) or perhaps ministerial work (1 Thess 5:12-13; Rom 15:23, 
16:3, 6, 9, 12, 21; 1 Cor 3:13, 15:10, 16:9-10; 2 Cor 6:5; Phil 2:22; Col 
4:17). In this context, the term “work” likely refers to good works 
produced by God in the life of the Christian. 

 Here, Paul clearly agrees with James the half-brother of Jesus when he 
stated, “faith without works is dead” (Jas 2:26). The Bible teaches that 
all believers will produce fruit as a result of true salvation (Col 1:3-8; 
Eph 2:10; Phil 2:12-13; Matt 13:23; Jn 15:1-8). 

 Leon Morris comments, “Paul is very emphatic that salvation is a matter 
of faith, not works, and he uses the very strongest of expressions to 
make clear that people are not saved by works of any kind. But when 
this truth is not in dispute he does not hesitate to speak of the good 
works that characterize the life of faith (cf. 5:13; 1 Cor 3:11-15; 15:58; 
16:10). Faith, for Paul, is a warm personal trust in a living Savior, and 
such faith cannot but transform the whole of life and issue in ‘work’ of 
many kinds (cf. ‘faith working through love,’ Gal 5:6, RSV).”19 

 There is no Christian that can profess faith and not show forth fruit, 
whether largely noticeable or minimal. God has redeemed people and 
working in their life to conform them to the image of His Son. 

ii. Love that Labors 

 The second virtue highlighted by Paul to the Thessalonians regarding 
their faith was their love that labors. This highlights the believers love. It 
is described the term “labor.”20 Although the previous word “work” here 

                                                
17 Gk, tou/ e;rgou th/j pi,stewj. These are all subjective genitives. 

18 Gk, e;rgou. 

19 Leon Morris, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians, 39-40. 

20 Gk., tou/ ko,pou. 



can have a parallel idea with “labor” there are some differences to be 
noted. Work may be joyous and stimulating, but labor implies hardship 
and toil that is strenuous and sweat-producing. Hiebert states, “The 
stress in the word labor (kopos) is on the cost, exertion, fatigue and 
exhaustion that it entails.”21 

 True love goes above and beyond for its object. The motivation that 
leads a person to accomplish and carry out the seemingly impossible is 
love. The Thessalonians actually manifested love to the point of being 
weary and tired.  

 Paul uses the term “agape” (avgaph). This type of love is not the romantic 
love (eros) or the love of personal affection and warmth drawn by the 
object (philia), but speaks of distinct Christian love that seeks out the 
benefit of other over self. The essence behind eros is (1) a love that 
thinks highly of its object regardless of reality and (2) a love that is 
includes the desire to possess.22 Distinct Christian love is selfless and 
seeks out the best for the other. 

 Later in the letter, Paul will commend the love of the Thessalonians as it 
was extended to other believers in Macedonia (4:9-10). Paul also prayed 
that the love of the Thessalonians would not just be for the saved, but for 
all people—even the unsaved (3:12). It is evident that Paul and his 
associates had much to remember and be thankful for as they think about 
the love that the Thessalonians showed to each other, other local 
congregations, and even toward the lost. 

 The Thessalonians were able to express such laborious work because 
they themselves have received the ultimate expression of laborious work. 
God the Father expresses His love by giving salvation through the life, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ (Jn 3:16). Paul writes to the 
Romans, “But god demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while 
we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8). This is why John 
later writes, “We love, because He first loved us” (1 Jn 4:19; also see 1 
Thess 4:9). 

 Believers are the only ones on earth able to express such sacrificial love, 
because of the ultimate reception of love through Christ. The world is 
focused on “love” in an erotic sense or meritorious sense, but true 
Christian love is selfless and seeks out the benefit of others and labors to 
achieve such good for others. 

                                                
21 D. Edmond Hiebert, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 50. 

22 Leon Morris, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians, 41. 



 “God’s love does not leave us alone. As soon as we discover what agape 
really is, we are forced to a decision. We either yield to that love, in 
which case we are transformed by it, or we reject it. The acceptance of 
agape means that we are made anew. By the grace of God we begin to 
see people in a measure as God sees them, and to love them, not for any 
worthiness they may have, but despite their unworthiness. We love them, 
not for our own advantage, but for theirs. Either we do this or we turn 
away and in so doing condemn ourselves. Agape compels us to a 
decision.”23 

 

iii. Hope that Endures 

 The last virtue mentioned by Paul is hope that endures.24 The idea of 
endurance is not one of passivity, but active fight in the face of difficulty, 
“It is not a quiet resignation that passively endures the burdens heaped 
upon it, but rather it is that combination of heroic endurance and brave 
constancy that faces the various obstacles, trials, and persecutions that 
may befall the believers in his conflict with the inward and outward 
world.”25 

 The Thessalonians were challenged early on in their faith (Acts 17), and 
were triumphant. They were able to endure the hardships and struggles 
that were given to them, even at their infantile Christian lives. The 
Thessalonians exhibited the true characteristics of believing and 
enduring Christians (see also 1 Thess 3:8). 

 While the world clings and hangs and “hopes” in things that are merely 
anticipated, the Christian’s hope is fixed upon a sure anchor that God 
will accomplish all of His intended plans which will culminate in the 
coming of the Lord Jesus Christ to grant full salvation. 

 The object of the Christian’s hope is the return of Christ.26 This is seen 
in many other NT passages (Titus 2:11-14; 1 Pet 1:13). The believer’s 
hope is fixed upon the person of Jesus Christ and the sure foundation of 
His second coming (Acts 1:11; Jn 14:1-6). 

                                                
23 Ibid., 41. 

24 Gk, th/j u`pomenh/j th/j evlpi,doj tou/ kuri,ou h`mw/n. 

25 D. Edmond Hiebert, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 50-51. 

26 The phrase, tou/ kuri,ou h`mw/n VIhsou/ Cristou/, has been debated to either modify all three virtues of faith, love, 
and hope or perhaps only hope. See D. Edmond Hibert, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 51; Leon Morris, The First and 
Second Espitles to the Thessalonians, 43. 



 The believer in the meantime will be focused on preparation for their 
coming King (Matt 4:17; 1 Jn 3:3). The believer prepares by repenting 
and continually seeking after sanctification in life.  

  Notice the ascending order of each one of these characteristics. First is a faith 
that works, but ascends to a love that labors through extreme difficulty, and 
lastly there is a hope that endures. The Christian’s life ascends in hardship and 
difficulty, but along with it comes the graces of God to carry and sustain the 
believer all the way until the end. 

 

3. The Audience of Christian Thanksgiving 

 Lastly, Paul ends 1 Thessalonians 3 by stating that his thanksgiving is 
performed before God as the sole audience of his remembrances.27 Paul and 
his associates upon remembering these Christian virtues did so before the One 
ultimately responsible for them, God. It is before God in prayer that Paul 
sought to render up thanksgiving to God for the Thessalonians. 

  

C. The Cause of Thanksgiving: Knowledge of Their Election (vv. 4-10) 

 Now we can turn and see Paul’s third description of Christian thanksgiving. This 
third aspect of Christian thanksgiving identifies the cause of Christian thanksgiving. 
The primary cause of a Christian’s thanksgiving is what is made known to him. The 
Thessalonians could give thanks to God because they had confidence in God and 
were assured of their faith. 

 Paul states that Christians can be thankful because they have a particular knowledge 
of God’s work in their life. Paul is making a statement about the Thessalonian 
church that is observable from the news brought back to him by Timothy. These are 
not truths known by the Thessalonians about the Thessalonians themselves, but are 
rather observations from Paul’s and his associates. 

1. Thankful because of Divine Election (vv. 4-7) 

i. The Details of Election: God’s Love (v. 4)  

 Awareness of Election: Family of Faith (avdelfoi.). Paul can state that he 
is thankful for the Thessalonians because he calls them “brethren.” This 
term is used frequently by Paul shows that he accepted them as people 

                                                
27 Many have debated whether the phrase should be taken with the evlpidoj or with the participle, mnhmoneu,ontej. 

The conclusion has been made that it is best taken to qualify the participle. For arguments see D. Edmond Hiebert, 1 
& 2 Thessalonians, 51; Leon Morris, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians, 43; Robert L. Thomas, 1 
& 2 Thessalonians Exegetical Digest, 29, 86-97. 



of God. In the mind of Paul and his associates the Thessalonians were all 
part of the same spiritual brotherhood.  

 Considering the fact that Paul was a Jew of Jews (Phil 3:2-6) and the 
Thessalonians were mainly Gentiles (1:9) shows how the love of God 
unites people under His holy house. Divine love transforms people of sin 
and hatred to people of love. This love is not one that overlooks sin, but 
recognizes the united fight against such love that brings redeemed 
people under one household.  

 Paul recognized the sharing of values between himself and the 
Thessalonians and thus could categorize them as his family. The term 
for brethren was common, “Papyrus usage shows that the term brothers 
was frequently used in secular circles to refer to members of the same 
guild or to those closely associated in some form of organized activity. It 
was also common in Jewish usage as a term of address for fellow Jews. 
But because of the rich nature of the brotherhood experienced in the 
church, the term developed a warm and vital connotation for believers. It 
testified to their sense of vital oneness, which they found through their 
common faith in Christ.”28  

 Anchor of Election: The Love of God (hvgaphme,noi upo. Qeou/). Paul’s 
mind cannot separate the idea of election from the love of God. Paul 
continues by stating that the Thessalonians are not just part of the family 
of God, but are family because of the anchor of God’s love.  

 The term here signifies a past love that existed but continues into the 
present with unabated force.29 This idea is also communicated in other 
places of Paul’s writing (Col 3:12; 2 Thess 2:13).  

 God’s choice to redeem people is not based on human merit or virtue, 
but is the result of His decision to take initiative on the sole basis of His 
love.  

 The Thessalonians were previously practicing idol worship (1:9). In the 
ancient pagan pantheon of gods the worshippers were not the objects of 
love by their deities. Instead, they were put in positions to swoon or 
persuade the gods to act in their favor.30 Even with such excellent work 
the pantheon of gods could still act in opposition to the worshippers.  

 The God of the believer is not so. The God of the believer shows forth 
love in choosing to save the elect. The love of God is not poured out as a 

                                                
28 D. Edmond Hiebert, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 53. 

29 Gk., hvgaphmen,oi. Perfect Passive Participle Masculine Nominative Plural. 

30 Gene L. Green, The Letters to the Thessalonians, 92-93. 



one time act, but is a continual work of God even when the believer may 
not feel like that is the case (Rom 8:28).  

 While the world chooses and elects their military leaders, political 
leaders, and economic leaders on merit and clout; God’s community 
consists of people who are worthless on account of sin but have been 
loved by God.  

 Activity of Election. The New Testament speaks heavily of God’s 
election of people unto salvation (Acts 9:15; Rom 8:33; Eph 1:4; Col 
3:12; 2 Tim 2:10; Titus 1:1; Jas 2:5; 1 Pet 1:1-2; 2 Pet 1:10). God’s 
election in this sense is not corporate, but is individual. The Old 
Testament does indicate a sense of corporate election in the nation of 
Israel (Deut 7), but this is not in mind here. Rather, this election is 
personal and salvific.  

 This word “election” (evklogh,) only occurs here among Paul’s writings, 
but its related word “elect” (evklekto,j) is used in Romans 8:33; 2 
Thessalonians 2:13, 16; and Colossians 3:12.  

 The term communicates, “the act of picking out or choosing someone; it 
implies a selection of some from among others who are not selected.”31  

 “The choosing and the calling [of God] are alike the act of God: he 
chose his people in Christ’ before the world’s foundation’ (Eph 1:4) and 
called them in time (cf. 2 Thess 2:13, 14) in order that they might 
reproduce his character by being ‘conformed to the image of his Son’ 
(Rom 8:29). While the act of election too place in God’s eternal counsel, 
its effects are seen in the lives of the elect, as they were seen now in the 
lives of the Thessalonian Christians.”32  

ACTIVITY PASSAGE 
God wills Jn 1:12-13; Eph 1:5, 11 
God draws Jn 6:44 
God grants Jn 6:45 
God calls 1 Thess 2:12; 2 Thess 2:14; 2 Tim 1:9; 

1 Pet 2:9 
God appoints Acts 13:48; 1 Thess 5:9 
God predestines Rom 8:29; Eph 1:5, 11 
God prepares Rom 9:23 
God causes 1 Cor 1:30 
God chooses 1 Thess 1:4; 2 Thess 2:13; Eph 1:4 

                                                
31 D. Edmond Hiebert, 1 &2 Thessalonians, 54. 

32 F.F. Bruce, “1 & 2 Thessalonians” in World Biblical Commentary vol. 45 (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 
1982), 13. 



God purposes Eph 1:11 
God delivers & transfers Col 1:13 
God saves 2 Tim 1:9; Titus 3:5 
God makes us alive Eph 2:5 
God pours out His Spirit Titus 3:6 
God brings us forth Jas 1:18 
God justifies Rom 8:30; Titus 3:7 
God sanctifies 1 Thess 5:23 

  

 At the bottom line, God is the primary actor in all aspects of our 
salvation. Richard Mayhue produces an excellent chart of God’s activity 
in our salvation:33 

  “Election is one of the great concepts of the Bible . . . It is often 
misrepresented . . . God is pictured as an arbitrary tyrant, damning or 
saving people without rhyme or reason. Against all such views we must 
insist that election, as Paul’s words imply, proceeds from the fact of 
God’s great love . . . It is not a device for sentencing people to eternal 
torment, but for rescuing them from it. Election protects us from 
thinking of salvation as dependent on human whims, and roots it 
squarely in the will of God. Left to ourselves, we do not wish to leave 
our state of untroubled sinfulness. It is only because God first convicts 
us and enables us that we can make even the motion of wanting to turn 
from our sins. This is no afterthought of God, no sudden change in his 
plans, but his eternal purpose. He has chosen his own from before the 
foundation of the world (Eph. 1:4). Nothing gives security to salvation 
like the concept of election. Salvation, from first to last, is the work of 
God.”34 

 

ii. The Delivery of Election: The Preaching of God’s Word (v. 5) 

 Even though God elects His people from before the foundations of the 
world. God gives humanity the privilege to participate in God’s saving 
of people through the means of preaching. Paul transitions here to give 
the cause for God’s choosing. The phrase indicates why Paul thinks the 
Thessalonians are part of God’s elect.35 

                                                
33 Richard Mayhue, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 49. 

34 Leon Morris, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians, 43-44. 

35 D. Edmond Hiebert spends time discussing the possible ways to interpret the conjunction o`ti (D. Edmond 
Hiebert, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 56).  



 Here, we find that Paul speaks of the coming of the gospel to the 
Thessalonians by the missionaries. The author places the coming of their 
gospel first in the original text showing its emphasis. The emphasis of 
this section, although does involve Paul and his associates, is primarily 
upon the efficacy of the gospel in the life of its recipients. The main idea 
here is that the Gospel “became, came to be” (evgenh,qh) among the 
Thessalonians through the ministry of Paul and his associates. Here we 
find that transforming nature of the gospel.  

 Hence, Paul gives a succession of descriptions of how the Thessalonians 
received the Gospel. Each one of these descriptions cannot be taken 
separately, but must all be pieced together in order to have an accurate 
picture of effective gospel ministry.36 

 Delivery with Word (evn lo,gw| mo,non). The first description of Paul of 
effective gospel ministry is that he came not with “simply word” or 
“word alone.” Therefore, the Thessalonians were the direct recipient of 
the Gospel in the form of human words.  

 The Gospel message is not so complicated that it needs to be transmitted 
through mere forms or rituals. Rather, it is communicated through the 
instrument of preaching. No matter how strong or eloquent the wording, 
it is still insufficient to bring about saving faith. Paul echoes this in 1 
Corinthians 2:4-5 where Paul’s word and preaching are not done by 
persuasive speech, but in power of the Holy Spirit.  

 What now follows are positive features of Gospel ministry. It is clear 
that the Gospel can be proclaimed in word alone (cf. Phil 1:15-18), but it 
is not the mark of effective ministry. 

 Delivery with Power. Here, Paul speaks of the delivery of the gospel 
message by him and his associates with supernatural power. The 
preachers were aware of God’s work behind their words to sow the 
seeds of the gospel in the hearts of believers.  

 The reference to power (duna,mei) is not a reference to miracles.37 This 
does not however exclude the possibility that the missionaries did 
perform miracles among the Thessalonians, but in reference to the 
preaching of the gospel it is in reference to the divine work of God.  

 The power of the Holy Spirit is seen in powerful preaching. This type of 
preaching as evidenced by the Thessalonian’s lives is life changing and 
altering. The Thessalonians, as a result had turned from their ways and 

                                                
36 This is evident by the succession of kai. conjunctions that tie the ideas together. 
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turned to God. Therefore, the power of Spirit filled preaching is not just 
for the tickling of ears, but for the obedience of the saints to the will and 
command of God. 

 Delivery with the Holy Spirit & Full Conviction.38 Another element of 
effective Gospel ministry described by Paul is delivery with the Holy 
Spirit. The aforementioned power and forthcoming delivery with “full 
conviction” are all accompanied by the Spirit.  

 Delivery of the gospel with the Holy Spirit produces conviction within 
the preachers and missionaries. The stirring confidence within Paul and 
his associates is powered by the Holy Spirit.  

 Effective gospel ministry is preaching with full conviction. Those who 
brought the word of God to the Thessalonians were fully convinced in 
the content of their Gospel. They were unshaken in the validity of the 
message and were confident in its ultimate triumph.  

 The reality behind the form of words was a divine reality. This powerful 
preaching was inspired by the Holy Spirit in the lives of the missionaries. 
Beyond their own efforts, the preachers heavily relied upon the work of 
the Spirit in order to effectively transform the lives of their immediate 
hearers.  

 Delivery with Example. Paul now appeals to the readers to think about 
his testimony before them. He is merely telling his readers what they 
already know. He makes this appeal in order to confirm his previous 
statements regarding their character and their gospel. We already know 
that Paul faced opposition in his ministry with the Thessalonians and 
wants them to recall in their minds the loving and effective ministry that 
was brought to them by Paul and his associates.  

 The passage says, "how we lived among you for your sake" or more 
literally, "what sort of persons we became among you for your sake." 
The missionaries became living examples of the gospel that they 
proclaimed. They were able to find confidence in the gospel truth 
because they had received a changed life from God. They were aware 
that the life they lived was directly tied to the very gospel which they 
proclaimed. 

iii. The Duty of Election: Example of Holiness (vv. 6-7) 

 There is a clear shift of attention beginning in 1 Thessalonians 1:6. 
While the attention was given to the missionaries and their activities 

                                                
38 These two are treated under the same subsection because they are governed by one preposition in the original. 

Gk., evn pneu,mati a`gi,w| kai. plhrofori,a| pollh/|. 



among the Thessalonian church, the focus is now upon the believers in 
Thessalonica and their reception of the Word.  

 The Elect Resemble Godliness (v. 6). First, we must recognize that the 
text speaks of the readers response to the preaching of the Gospel. When 
those who are truly elect hear the preaching of God's word the product in 
that person's life is holiness. Paul recalls that upon hearing the word that 
they became imitators of himself and his associates.  

 The term here in the Greek is mimhtai. where we get our English word 
for mimic. Here, the principle is laid forward for discipleship as Paul 
says they became imitators of him and of the Lord. Here, it is clear that 
Paul was willing to have people become imitators of himself in the sense 
that he was an imitator of Christ. The term indicates that they were able 
to express in their own lives what they had seen in the lives of Paul and 
his associates. Consider Paul's words in 1 Corinthians 11:1, "Be 
imitators of me, just as i also am of Christ." This is seen in several other 
passages where Paul fully understands the importance of his own 
personal example in godly living (1 Cor 4:16; Phil 3:17, 4:9; 2 Thess 
3:7-9).  

 The ultimate One imitated by the Thessalonians was the Lord Himself. 
This name of Jesus Christ exhibits the entirety of His deity. The 
Thessalonians were able to be imitators of God in the life given to them 
from responding to the Gospel.  

 A big part of Paul's ministry was leading by example. He was not only 
concerned with doctrine, but is concerned with his followers seeing the 
gospel lived out.  

 This principle is seen in the life of the Lord Jesus Christ as He took the 
discipleship with Him to see Him in ministry in order for the preparation 
of their own calling after His death, resurrection, and ascension.  

 This becomes the mandate for every believer: go and make disciples of 
all the nations (Matt 28:19-20). This is an evident pattern in the life of 
the early church. The truly elect respond to God's grace by living a life 
of obedience and discipleship of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

 The ultimate goal and intention for God in the life of his redeemed is to 
become more and more like Christ. God expects His children to become 
more and more like Him because He is the radiance of God's glory.  

 This also shows the importance of the Christ’s personal testimony to that 
of the world. The believer bears the name Christ upon his chest and 
forehead for all to see. 



 The Elect Receive the Word (v. 6). Secondly, we find that those who are 
truly elect receive the word of God with much joy. The reception of the 
word will come at any cost for the believer.  

 The Thessalonians had received the word in affliction and trial. They 
had “received”39 the word. This phrase indicates that the readers prior to 
becoming disciples were first and foremost recipients of the word. The 
idea here is that they “welcomed” the word in the midst of their trials. It 
is used to described the welcoming of guests (Lk 10:8, 10; Heb 11:31). 

 The reception of the word came during hardship and tribulation. 
Historically, we recognize this to be the tribulation brought upon the 
people by the Jewish people in the region during the time of Paul’s 
ministry.  

 The reception of the word, despite being in hardship was accompanied 
with joy. This speaks of the inward joy felt by the Thessalonians 
because of their reception of the word. Joy under such extreme 
circumstances are evidence of the Thessalonian church’s election. The 
source of such joy was from that of the Holy Spirit.40 The only possible 
explanation for the joy of the Thessalonians is the presence of the Holy 
Spirit in life. The Holy Spirit is present throughout the entire process of 
their election. The missionaries preached the word (v. 5) and then in 
their reception the Holy Spirit provided the joy to receive the word (v. 6).  

 Theologically, the Holy Spirit is the one who opens the eyes of the 
believer in order to receive the message of forgiveness in the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. Titus 3:5-7, “He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which 
we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, but the 
washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, whom He 
poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that being 
justified by His grace we would be made heirs according to the hope of 
eternal life.”  

 The Elect Radiate Godliness (v. 7). The result of receiving the gospel 
and becoming disciples and followers of Paul and ultimately the Lord 
Jesus Christ is that they progressed in their spiritual walk.41 The 
Thessalonians became imitators of Paul, of the Lord Jesus Christ and as 
a result they became an example to others.  

 The Thessalonian’s obedience radiated God’s glory to surrounding 
believers. Those who become imitators specifically become 
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encouragements to other believers, “to those who are believing.”42 As 
admirable as outsiders may be of Christians, ultimately those who are 
impressed by the faith of believers are other believers. When a pattern or 
example is set before individuals in an excellent manner, this admiration 
on one who walks a similar path.  

 Therefore, in principle, it becomes the believers encouragement that 
other believers are living obedient Christian lives. This example and 
radiance of godliness becomes evident to all believers. Believers serve 
their intended purpose by become examples to other believers not only 
in doctrine, but in the living out and manifestation of that doctrine. 

2. Thankful because of Their Faith that Works (vv. 8-10) 

 Paul now brings forth a transition of thought from verse 7 where he will 
indicate the proof the previous verse.43  

i. The Report of the Thessalonians (v. 8) 

 The Word of the Lord. Here, in 1 Thessalonians 1:8 we are told that the 
word of the Lord sounded forth from the lives of the Thessalonians. 
Here, the phrase is in reference to the Gospel. It carries authority and 
states that the Thessalonians were Gospel driven people. It was the Lord 
that brought forth the message for individuals to call upon Him for 
salvation. It was the Lord that was the divine revealer of the Gospel (Jn 
1:14-18; Heb 2:3-4). The phrase itself speaks of the words that came 
from the Lord Jesus Christ Himself.44 The very Gospel message that 
Jesus Christ came to share was spread throughout and beyond their 
geographical region on the basis of their faith that works.  

 The Springboard of the Word. The Greek places emphasis on the phrase, 
“from you” as it is mentioned first in the word order. Emphasis is laid on 
the fact that the Thessalonians were responsible for the spreading of the 
word. They are not seen here as the origin of the word (the origin is 
Jesus). Rather, they are seen as the starting point or spring board. No 
church is the originator of truth; but they are rather guardians and 
upholds of it.  

ii. The Details of the Report (vv. 9-10) 
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 The details of the report are given and two primary ideas are 
communicated in the report regarding the Thessalonians. (1) The 
Thessalonians have shown forth fruit of repentance. (2) The 
Thessalonians are hopeful individuals for the Lord Jesus Christ’s return.  

 Repentance from sin. The Thessalonians are reported as people who 
have “turned to God from idols to serve a living and true God.” The idea 
here in “turned” is not merely intellectual, but shows forth a change in 
direction.45 The Thessalonians were idolaters. This means that they were 
people who had placed value and priority of things above God Himself.  

 Hopeful. The Thessalonians are hopeful people. Here, a wonderful 
description is given about the One that believers await. There is a 
threefold description of the Lord Jesus Christ in this passage.  

(1) Jesus is described as the Son of God from heaven. This highlights 
the resurrected and living state of Jesus Christ. Currently, Jesus 
Christ is seated at the right hand of God (Ps 110; cf. Heb 5-7). 
There He intercedes for believers until He returns to redeem His 
children. 

(2) Jesus is the one who was raise from the dead. Since Jesus is seated 
at the right hand of God, He did not remain in the grave. Paul 
elsewhere states that the power of the Spirit raised Jesus Christ 
from the grave (cf. Rom 8). It was the plan of God the Father for 
the Son to die and rise again. This becomes a pivotal belief in the 
message of the Gospel (Rom 10:9-10). Without the resurrection 
there is complete Gospel message (1 Cor 15:14). 

(3) Jesus is the one who saves individuals from the wrath to come. A 
believer is saved from God’s wrath (Rom 5). It is not from the 
hands of Satan or the world, but rather God is the one who 
punishes unrepentant sinners to eternal hell (cf. Rev 20). 
Therefore, here believers have a hope to await the return of their 
Savior. 
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