
Living in Light of the Lord’s Coming #1

“The Next Best Thing to Being There”

Acts 17:1-10

“It’s the next best thing to being there.”

Years ago, that was the motto for AT&T long distance. If you couldn’t be there in person, give them a call. It seems to have worked, too. At one time, Mother’s Day was the busiest day for long distance calls. It’s the next best thing…

Of course picking up a phone and making a long distance call was not an option in the first century. For the apostle Paul, pioneer missionary who was constantly on the go, concerned about the new congregations he had established, the “next best thing to being there” was picking up a pen and papyrus and writing a letter. Thirteen of those letters have been preserved for us in the New Testament. 

This past week I listened to a recording of a sermon by my pastor while I was growing up, Michael A. Vayda from the Tallmadge Alliance Church in Ohio. He began his message with this statement: “There is no book that has more meaning for our lives or more relevance for our problems than the Bible.”
 He went on to describe Paul’s letters as “written to real people who were experiencing real problems in a world not very affable to their faith.”
 This is why it is worth our time to study them.

Before looking at First Thessalonians, I want us to look back to how it all began. For that, we need to turn to the book of Acts, chapter seventeen. Setting the background, Paul, Silas, Luke, and Timothy had been in Philippi, where a predominantly Gentile church was established. But trouble arose when Paul cast a demon from a slave girl being exploited as a fortuneteller. Her owners dragged Paul and Silas before the city authorities and accused them of sedition against Rome. Without a trial the pair were beaten and put in jail. In the middle of the night an earthquake rocked the jail, enabling all of the inmates to escape. But Paul and Silas stopped the jailbreak and led the jailer to faith in Christ.

The next morning, the city authorities wanted the apostles to go away quietly. But Paul and Silas knew that would lead to complications for the church down the road, so they exercised their rights as Roman citizens and demanded a public apology. Then they left Philippi with their heads held high.

A Hopeful Development 

We begin with a hopeful development beginning in Acts 17:1, “When they had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where there was a Jewish synagogue.” Note Luke refers to “they” as opposed to “we.” He had joined Paul in Troas and accompanied him to Philippi. But when the team moved on, Luke remained, perhaps because he lived there. He would not see Paul again until the apostle returned on his third journey.
 

A bit of geography may be helpful here. In the second century bc, the Romans built a highway called the Via Egnatia (or “Egnatian Way”) from Dyrrachium on the Adriatic Sea to Byzantium (now called Constantinople) near the Black Sea, a distance of almost 700 miles. Nearly 20 feet wide and paved with hand-laid stone slabs, it carried Roman troops to battle, taxes to the capital city, and merchandise everywhere.
 Paul and Silas traveled westward on this road. A normal day’s travel of about thirty-five miles would bring them to Amphipolis, a second day would bring them another thirty miles to Apollonia, and a third day’s journey of thirty-three miles, brought them to Thessalonica, capital of the province of Macedonia.
 Each leg of this journey required a long day’s walk but put him in a major city by nightfall. Not long after their ordeal—a public beating and a night in jail—they walked nearly 100 miles in three days!

As far as we can tell, Paul and Silas did not pause to minister in either Amphipolis or Apollonia.
 Paul’s far-sighted policy of introducing Christianity into the strategic commercial and political centers of the Roman Empire is well illustrated in Thessalonica. Under the Romans this was a city of first-rate importance.
 
Cassander, a general of Alexander the Great, founded the city in 315 bc. Later, in 42 bc, when Antony and Octavian battled Brutus and Cassius (two of the leading conspirators against Julius Caesar) for control of Rome, Thessalonica sided with Octavian. As a reward, the city was declared free, meaning exempt from taxes, and autonomous, meaning they had the right to appoint their own magistrates, five men who bore the unusual title of “politarch” because the people had democratically selected their own city’s rulers.
 Under the Romans it was the capital of the second of the four divisions of Macedonia, and when these were united to form one single province in 146 bc it became the capital, as well as the largest city of the province.
 Thessalonica was the principal seaport of the province and a naval station for the imperial fleet. Its fine harbor facilities accounted for the importance the city had gained as a center for trade and commerce.

 Paul’s ministry there is described in verses 2-3, 

As his custom was, Paul went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead. “This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Christ,” he said. 

Paul’s strategy was, as he describes in Romans 1:17, “to the Jew first, and then to the Greek.” Part of this was simply practical. He was Jewish, and a famous Scriptural scholar at that. Everywhere he went he would have an enthusiastic audience…at first. 

His preaching is described in three ways:

· “reasoning from the Scriptures” – selecting Old Testament passages that depicted the Messiah, then built a bridge to Jesus. 

· “explained the Scriptures” – to open up completely, to make clear and plain.

· “gave evidence” – to set beside, to place alongside something else, “opening windows to let in the light” (Spurgeon).

This was similar to Jesus’ style of teaching, as Luke records in the twenty-fourth chapter of his gospel. After His resurrection He first rebuked His Emmaus disciples for their slowness to believe the prophetic witness, which He traced through “all the Scriptures,” that the Christ had to suffer before entering his glory, and secondly he re-emphasized the teaching of the Old Testament and of his earlier ministry that the Christ must suffer and rise. This pattern was echoed by Peter’s early sermons and then by Paul. There can be little doubt that in the Thessalonian synagogue the Scriptures to which Paul turned were those already quoted in the apostles’ earlier sermons, especially Psalms 2:1-7; 16:8-11; 110:1; 118:22; Isaiah 52-53, and probably also Deuteronomy 21:22-23.

Luke mentions “three Sabbath days” that Paul preached in the Jewish synagogue. These two weeks represent the time spent in the synagogue reasoning with the Jews, not Paul’s total time in Thessalonica. An analysis of the Thessalonian letters reveals that Paul had taught them much more doctrine than would have been possible in two or three weeks.
 Furthermore, from Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi, we learn that on at least two occasions while he was at Thessalonica Paul received financial assistance from that church.
 The first two chapters of 1 Thessalonians imply a stay of some length, in spite of the brevity of Luke’s account. Ramsay suggests December 50 to May 51.
 

This was not a long ministry, but it was an effective one,
 as we see in verse 4: “Some of the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and not a few prominent women.” Paul’s ministry began with a composite group, the Jews of the synagogue, some Greek proselytes and, included among these, a number of ladies of standing. In Macedonia, as in parts of Asia Minor, women were more emancipated than they were in some parts of the Greek world.
 Luke’s phrase “not a few” is a way of saying, “It was a big crowd!”
 It was a hopeful development.

A Hateful Disturbance

This was followed, though, by a hateful disturbance, described in verses 5-9,

But the Jews were jealous; so they rounded up some bad characters from the marketplace, formed a mob and started a riot in the city. They rushed to Jason’s house in search of Paul and Silas in order to bring them out to the crowd. But when they did not find them, they dragged Jason and some other brothers before the city officials, shouting: “These men who have caused trouble all over the world have now come here, and Jason has welcomed them into his house. They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus.” When they heard this, the crowd and the city officials were thrown into turmoil. Then they made Jason and the others post bond and let them go.
As usual, not everyone found Paul’s message to his or her liking. Luke describes the Jewish opposition with a Greek word that means, “to be intensely interested in something,” either positively or negatively. We derive our word “zealous” from this verb. In this case, the opposing Jews were zealous, but not for reasoning from the Scriptures. Finding little support in the synagogue, they rounded up some hoodlums from the marketplace and whipped the city into an anti-Paul frenzy. Unlike the mob in Philippi, which had been fueled by anti-Semitism, in Thessalonica the Jews led the attack.

Loungers of the type employed here by the Jews to attack Paul and Silas were common in the agora or forum of Greco-Roman cities. They invariably assembled around the rostrum where an orator was speaking, and applauded or heckled according to who paid them, in this case being hired by the disaffected Jews in Thessalonica. Cicero gave them the apt designation of subrostrani (“those-under-rostrum”). These worthless fellows were always ready for the excitement of a riot, especially if paid to produce it.

They dragged Jason and the other Christians before the “city officials,” the Greek term politarch. This word is found nowhere else in Greek literature, causing some critics to doubt Luke’s accuracy. But it was discovered in 1835 in a Greek inscription on an arch that had spanned the Egnatian Way on the west side of Thessalonica. The term has since been found in 16 other inscriptions in surrounding towns of Macedonia, and elsewhere.

Luke was historically right. Indeed, F. F. Bruce says that Luke’s “sure familiarity with the proper titles of all the notable persons who are mentioned in his pages” is “one of the most remarkable tokens of his accuracy.” He cites several pages of examples. After a lifetime of research, archaeologist William Ramsay, classical scholar and archaeologist at Oxford, acknowledged that the evidence changed his mind from one of skepticism and unbelief to the view “that Luke’s history is unsurpassed in respect of its trustworthiness.” He identified Luke as “a historian of the first rank,” placing him “along with the very greatest of historians.”

The charge against Paul and Silas is described in verses 6-7, “These men who have caused trouble all over the world have now come here, and Jason has welcomed them into his house. They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus.” These accusations resemble those leveled against Jesus by the Jewish leaders to Pilate. 

Since Paul and Silas were not present, Jason and the other Christians were forced to “post bond.” Most likely, this bond insured that Paul wouldn’t cause any trouble for the city; if he did, they would collect against Jason as a penalty.
 Paul’s inability to return to Thessalonica suggests that the bond was to be forfeited if Paul showed up again in the city.
 In the troubled state of the moment, all were agreed that it would be better for Paul and Silas to leave immediately.

A Hasty Departure

This led to a hasty departure, recorded in verse ten: “As soon as it was night, the brothers sent Paul and Silas away to Berea.” Berea was a smaller city located 50 miles from Thessalonica in another district of Macedonia.
 Here their preaching was again successful until Thessalonian Jews followed them and stirred up such opposition that Paul had to leave again.
 He left by himself to Athens, the philosophical and educational center of Greece.
In Athens Paul became anxious. His mission to Thessalonica had been brief and his expulsion from the city sudden. The more he thought about the new church that had been established there, the more concerned he became. Had they been given sufficient instruction? Would they be able to withstand the pressure of those who opposed them? The arrival in Berea of men from Thessalonica had made it clear that the Jewish leaders intended to, continue their opposition to the new congregation.

Although Paul had been separated from his converts only a short while, he felt a strong urge to be with them. His inability to return was frustrating, and the lack of news unsettled him. As soon as Timothy arrived in Athens from Berea, Paul delegated him to return to Thessalonica to learn what was happening. Paul left Athens shortly for Corinth, where Timothy later rejoined him.

Timothy’s report greatly encouraged the apostle. The Thessalonians were maturing in faith and love. Moreover, they were as eager to see Paul as he was to be reunited with them. In spite of hardships, they remained firmly committed to their new faith. Persecution in the form of derision and harassment from their fellow citizens had not deterred them.

The sobering news concerning the relentless efforts of the synagogue leaders to undermine Paul’s mission was not unexpected. They had openly questioned the apostle’s integrity. They contended that his religious appeal bad been grounded in error. They labeled his gospel as human delusion. They compared Paul to one of those roving charlatans who arrived on the scene intending to exploit the people. They insinuated that Paul had no genuine concern for those who had responded to his preaching. They also implied that the enthusiasm generated by Paul’s gospel encouraged impurity and other excesses.

The mission and report of Timothy was the immediate occasion for Paul’s earliest letter. Then, as now, a letter was a substitute for a visit. Writing was just one step removed from speaking. It permitted a conversation to be sustained through the exchange of greetings and news. A letter turned absence into presence. Although Paul could not return to Thessalonica he could “visit” with the church through his written word. First Thessalonians demonstrated the value of a letter for advancing the Christian mission and provided a method, which Paul would employ for the remainder of his ministry, for maintaining contact with the churches.

Much of this is explicable as the difficulties which a young, very enthusiastic, but as yet imperfectly instructed, church would naturally encounter as it sought to live out its faith. We meet the weak and the faint-hearted, the idlers and the workers, the visionaries and the puzzled.

So Paul the pastor wrote to meet the need of his flock. It is clear enough that, on the whole, he was well satisfied with the progress the Thessalonians had made; indeed, the news brought to him had thrilled him. But he was never the man to dwell on past achievements, whether his own or those of his converts. So he applies himself at once to the task of meeting the needs that had become apparent. The result is a moving document; while it is true that many of the important Pauline doctrines are absent, it is also true that the letter shows us something of Paul’s pastoral zeal and his intense interest in the spiritual well-being of his converts. Here we catch a glimpse of Paul the man in a way not always obvious when he is taken up with questions of more profound theological significance.

Although rather brief, Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians is one of the most positive and insightful portrayals of a first-century congregation. The faith, love, and hope of the Thessalonian Christians were downright contagious. In Paul’s desire to encourage believers, his basic message spanned all the tenses of salvation: from the past, into the present, with a view toward the future. In fact, the basic message of 1 Thessalonians might be summed up this way: Live in faith, love, and hope in light of the past and in view of the future.
 Thus the title of our series, “Living in Light of the Lord’s Return.”
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