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Objectives
This lesson begins your study of Paul’s epistles. A brief discussion of letter-writing in the ancient 
Greco-Roman world prepares us to better understand the New Testament epistles. You will then 
study the Galatian epistle, one of Paul’s most profound doctrinal letters.
 
When you complete this lesson, “Galatians,” you should be able to:

• Describe key elements of an epistle.

• Explain why Paul wrote to the Galatians and how his letter conforms to that purpose.

• Explain the doctrine of grace and its benefits to Christians in Paul’s time and ours.

• Discuss the theological significance of Galatians.

Scripture Reading
Read Galatians 1-6 and Genesis 15, 22 and 24.
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Transcript
Course Title: Galatians—1 Corinthians: Paul’s Earliest Letters 

Lesson One: Galatians: An Introduction to Paul’s Epistles and a Survey of His Galatian 
Epistle

I. Introduction to the Pauline Epistles

We are ready with this lesson to turn to a survey of the epistles of Paul. Thirteen in number will 
occupy our attention for several lessons. The bulk of these seem likely to have been written during 
the period that we have just surveyed—the history of the first generation of Christianity, and 
particularly the ministry of Paul that comprised our attention in Luke’s Acts of the Apostles.

A. Background to the Epistles

A few brief comments about letter-writing in the ancient Greco-Roman world in general are 
appropriate as we introduce the entire collection of Paul’s letters. Greek and Roman, and 
at times even Jewish children were taught to write in specific forms in their education as 
youngsters. There were different genres, or literary forms—different kinds of epistles that were 
believed to be appropriate for different situations. And in a number of cases, we can identify 
Paul’s letters as roughly approximating or corresponding to one of these specific literary forms. 
When we can, we will try to point that fact out.

B. Literary Structure

Across almost all the various kinds of letters that people could write in the ancient Middle 
East was a relatively fixed form or structure that, again, was taught as literally appropriate. (1) 
A typical Greco-Roman letter began with a salutation; we might call it x to y greetings. The 
author introduced him or herself, stated who the recipients were, and then gave a brief “hello.” 
In the Jewish world, the most common greetings were shalom, “peace”; in the Greco-Roman 
world: chairein, “grace.” Paul interestingly combines both of these in several of these epistles 
as he wishes his audience grace and peace, but then clearly Christianizes his greetings by 
referring almost without exception to the name of Jesus. He also frequently refers to himself 
as an apostle in these opening greetings, reflecting the authority and inspiration which he 
believed he obtained from God.

(2) Following an opening salutation, it was conventional in the Greco-Roman letter to 
have a brief thanksgiving, often couched in the form of a prayer of thanks or praise to God 
or to the gods. This, Paul does almost without exception, and those places where he omits 
such a thanksgiving seem to be significant. And, again, we will point those out as we go. (3) 
Then follows the body of the letter, the largest part, in which the main information to be 
communicated is recorded. (4) If there are specific requests, or in the case of a superior—a 
leader such as Paul speaking to those beneath him—if there are orders, commands that are 
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expected to be obeyed, they tend to be grouped towards the end of the letter following that 
portion that communicates the main information that is intended. (5) Fifthly and finally, there 
are usually concluding greetings, and we will see a variety of forms of these greetings in Paul’s 
letters as well.

II. Epistle to the Churches in Galatia

With that brief introduction we are ready then to turn to what seems, particularly to more 
conservative commentators, chronologically to be the oldest of Paul’s epistles, namely the epistle 
to the Galatians. Traditionally, Galatia was the name of a province and of the ethnic group of 
people who lived in that province in northcentral Turkey, as we would call it today. However, there 
is no record in the book of Acts of Paul ever moving this far north in his travels, although we must 
admit that nothing requires us to assume that Luke gives us a comprehensive account of all of 
Paul’s missionary travels in the book of Acts.

However, we do read—and we recently surveyed Paul’s ministry in the area just south of what 
historically was called Galatia, the cities of Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe—when 
Rome took over that part of the ancient Middle East and reorganized its territories into larger 
provinces for governmental purposes, these southern cities just mentioned were incorporated in a 
larger province, also called Galatia, embracing not only the ethnic Galatians of the north, but these 
other peoples in central and even slightly southcentral Turkey. It is perhaps probable, therefore, 
that it is these Galatians that Paul has in mind when he is addressing this letter. Incidental 
confirmation for that judgment may appear in Galatians 3:1, where Paul laments the fact that the 
Galatians he was addressing were so easily bewitched. It is tempting to correlate that statement 
with the story that we surveyed in Acts 14 of how fooled and easily confused the inhabitants of 
Lystra were—first of all thinking that Paul and Barnabas were gods, and then turning against them 
as though they were almost devils.

A. Setting

The circumstances for the writing of the epistle to the Galatians seem to be the same as those 
which triggered the apostolic council narrated in Acts 15: debates over whether or not Gentile 
people coming to Christ, coming to faith, joining the church, needed to be circumcised, or 
more generally needed to keep the laws of Moses, in order to be saved. Apparently a faction 
of Jews, even Jews professing faith in Jesus, came to promote this perspective, and Paul in the 
letter to the Galatians refers to these individuals as “Judaizers.” It is probable, in fact, that 
the immediate circumstances and date of this letter took place just as Paul is getting ready 
to go to that apostolic council in Jerusalem in Acts 15. There are, admittedly, difficulties in 
trying to correlate the evidence of Acts with the evidence of Galatia, as Paul narrates the 
facts surrounding his conversion and subsequent ministry in Galatians 1 and 2. He refers to 
a seventeen-year period of time between his conversion and a trip to Jerusalem in which he 
debates and discusses at some length with the Jewish leaders there the correctness of the 
theology that he is proclaiming. This gathering, or council, is described in Galatians 2:1-10 and 
bears, superficially at least, many similarities to the apostolic council of Acts 15.
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B. Date and Purpose

If those two passages are to be correlated, then obviously the epistle to the Galatians has to be 
written somewhat later, after the apostolic council. But if this is the case, then Peter’s behavior 
narrated in Galatians 2:11 and following is very difficult to understand. Peter seems to fall 
back from the universally agreed-on decisions of that council when he comes to Antioch and 
withdraws from fellowship from the uncircumcised Gentile Christians because of pressure from 
the Judaizers. Of course we know that Peter’s career struggled with inconsistencies, but it is 
perhaps best to suggest a different correlation between Acts and Galatians.

Acts, in fact, refers to several trips of Paul to Jerusalem, as does the book of Galatians, and 
it seems that a different correlation of this data is more appropriate. Acts 9 describes Paul’s 
initial conversion, which Paul himself refers to in Galatians 1. Paul says that it was after three 
years that he then first went up to Jerusalem to confer with the apostles there. That, in fact, 
correlates more naturally with the famine visit described at the end of Acts 11, when the 
prophet Agabus has predicted a famine that will hit particularly severely in Judea, and the 
Christians in Antioch agree to send relief funds to the church in Jerusalem. At first glance that 
account, described in Acts 11:27-30, seems to have less in common with Galatians 2:1-10, but, 
in fact, there are some incidental corroborations as well. Paul speaks of going up to Jerusalem 
by revelation, natural if he is referring to the prophecy of Agabus, and he speaks in Galatians 
2:10 of agreeing quickly to remember the poor, the very thing he was eager to do. This ties in 
very naturally with Acts 11.

It seems likely, then, that we should see the gathering that Paul narrates in Galatians 2:1-10 
as a different and more informal gathering of Paul with the Jerusalem leaders and apostles, 
prior to the more formal apostolic council described in Acts 15. To recapitulate this admittedly 
somewhat complex data we should thus correlate Acts 9 and the story of Paul’s conversion 
with Galatians (1:15-24); Acts 11:27-30 with Galatians 2:1-10; and Acts 15:1, when some 
believers come to Antioch saying that even Gentile Christians must be circumcised to be saved, 
with Paul’s run-in with Peter described in Galatians 2:11 and following. This means, therefore, 
that Paul’s letter is written after his first missionary journey, but very quickly after it, as he is 
getting ready to go off to Jerusalem for the apostolic council—written perhaps in some haste, 
accounting for the harsh tones, possibly, that one finds throughout the letter, as Paul discovers 
that the same Judaizers that led to the conflict between him and Peter in Antioch or at least the 
same brand of individuals is now troubling the churches that he has evangelized in southern 
Galatia—Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe.

Paul, then, writes what may be described as an apologetic letter—apologetic in the sense of 
that term meaning a defense of the faith—or more particularly in this instance, a defense of 
the faith in the way that Paul has taught it as over against these interlopers, these Judaizers, 
these professing Christians who are also Jews but whom Paul believes transgress the boundary 
of true doctrine and become false teachers if they teach that any work of the law is necessary as 
a prerequisite for salvation.
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C. Grace Defended (Gal 1:1-2:14)

Galatians, then, is Paul’s passionate defense of this perspective on the Gospel written by way 
of reply. And we may break it into three major categories. First, in 1:1-2:14, Paul defends 
his authority as an apostle. Although he is writing to people largely the products of his own 
evangelistic ministry there, because of the threats of these false teachers he has to defend once 
again the legitimacy of the form of the Gospel that he used in preaching it. And 1:1-2:14 may 
be subdivided into eight strategies by which Paul performs this. (1) First of all, in the opening 
five verses, he writes an unusually long and detailed and theological greeting by ancient 
standards, stressing his apostolic authority. (2) Secondly, he leaves out the conventional 
thanksgiving, or prayer, that will characterize almost all of his remaining epistles. Things 
are so serious from his perspective that he wants to write in a literary style that will cause 
his readers to recognize the strength of his displeasure. (3) Thirdly, he begins the body of his 
letter by declaring in verses 6 and following that there is no other Gospel apart from the way 
in which he has presented it. This does not mean that there cannot be diversity in Christian 
understanding of the Gospel throughout history, but it does mean that on this one point about 
which Paul is so concerned, any attempt legalistically to impose certain requirements of good 
works as mandatory for salvation—one is preaching a false gospel that must be opposed in no 
uncertain terms.

The remaining five points of Paul’s strategy in chapters 1 and 2 of Galatians all deal 
autobiographically with the way God has worked in Paul’s life—the one who as a Jew was 
Saul of Tarsus, but who took upon himself his Greek name of Paul while ministering in 
predominantly Gentile circles—begins to describe his conversion and his encounters with 
Jerusalem, the apostolate, and Christianity in the years since. (4) He begins by describing how 
advanced he was, how successful he was, even how blameless he understood his life to be as 
a Jew. This statement in Galatians 1:11-14, in particular, gives the lie to various theories that 
Paul is somehow psychologically ripe for conversion, or like Martin Luther—centuries later—
was frustrated with his inability to keep the law as a Jew. Others may have felt that way in other 
times and places, but this is not Paul’s testimony. Philippians 3:6 may be consulted as a cross-
reference here to again point out how blameless Paul felt as a Jew he was, how zealous he was 
for his ancestral traditions, as he describes it here in Galatians. Rather, nothing less than the 
spectacular and supernatural appearance to him of the risen Lord on the Damascus road could 
turn him and his life around. (5) After his conversion, and fifthly, Paul stresses that he did not 
immediately consult the Jerusalem apostles. Throughout this section he is trying to stress how 
he got his understanding of the Christian faith entirely from God, at least in its most essential 
foundation and not through any human origin. (6) Sixthly, he describes how three years later (if 
we date his conversion to 32, perhaps we are now in approximately the year 35), he did consult 
with the apostles, but his contact with them was minimal (1:18-24). (7) And then, seventhly, 
as we turn to 2:1-10, he describes how, when he did meet with them more extensively fourteen 
years later, they endorsed his law-free understanding of Christianity and did not qualify it in 
any way, except encouraging him to continue his concern for the poor.

(8) All this means that, eighthly and finally, when Peter came to Antioch, he did indeed stand 
condemned, as Paul explains it. He was inconsistent with the principles that had been agreed 
upon. He may not have recognized it immediately; it may not have been until the apostolic 
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council convened in Jerusalem that Peter, now a few days or weeks removed from the heat 
of the moment, could understand, as he indeed puts it in Acts 15, that we know that we Jews 
are saved by grace, just as the Gentiles are. In the heat of the moment he compromised his 
standards; but Paul narrates the story in his strong rebuke of Peter, to make the point that Paul 
throughout has been following God’s will, not any human authorities, and has been true to that 
God-revealed Gospel. 

D. Grace Explained (Gal 2:15-4:31)

In 2:15 through the end of chapter 4, Paul then turns to his second major strategy and part 
of the outline of his letter: redefining for the Galatians, once again, the Christian Gospel as 
justification by faith alone, apart from the works of the law. Chapter 2:15-21—which can 
be read either as the continuation of Paul’s words to Peter in Antioch or as the end of the 
quotation and the beginning of Paul’s reflections on that incident, for the Galatian believers—
in either event, describes in a tightly compact nature the thesis of the entire letter: justification 
by faith rather than by works of the law. The term “justification” is a significant one throughout 
Paul’s writings, and is a metaphor drawn from the legal world, from a court of law. It was with 
that term that was commonly understood in the Greco-Roman world to be the declaration of 
“not guilty,” or the acquittal of a defendant.

In the case of applying this spiritually, it is clear that humans, even would-be Christians, are 
guilty of sin before God; but using the metaphor of justification is a way of declaring them 
acquitted or not guilty in God’s eyes because of the death of Christ, who paid the penalty that 
we deserved to pay, and therefore enables a verdict to be rendered as justified. Paul defends 
this thesis that a right relationship with God comes through faith alone rather than by the 
works of the law in the remaining portions of chapters 3 and 4, by means of a variety of 
different strategies.

(1) In the beginning of chapter 3, he appeals back to the Galatians’ own personal experience, 
reminding them that they did not receive the Gospel through works when he first preached it 
to them, but rather through faith.

(2) Secondly, he goes back to the founder of the Jewish nation, the George Washington of Israel, 
if we like—namely Abraham—to point out how way back in Genesis 15 Abraham was declared 
righteous by the basis of his faith, rather than the good works which he then did perform in the 
years and chapters of Genesis that followed. If even the founder of the Jewish nation was saved 
by faith rather than works, then surely even Jews—to say nothing of those who had no Jewish 
upbringing—should be understood in the Christian era to be saved similarly.

(3) Thirdly, beginning in Galatians 3:10, Paul points out how the law was never able to save 
anyway. The law in Old Testament times had to frequently confront the Israelites with their 
sin. It involved animal sacrifices as temporary provisions, pointing forward to the complete 
sacrifice that would come, a theme that the epistle of the Hebrews will elaborate much in 
greater detail. But the law was open-ended: the law was never an end in itself; it was always 
incomplete; it was never able to provide, in and of itself, eternal salvation for all time, for all 
peoples.
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(4) Fourthly, Paul again uses an analogy from history speaking of how the law was, we might 
describe it, as a parenthetical period. The law came 400 and some years after the original 
covenant with Abraham, and did not supersede it so that if, before the period of the law, 
Abraham could be justified by faith after the period of the law has been completed, with the 
coming of Christ—it too marks an era when clearly religion is not by works of the law but by 
faith alone.

At this point, Paul seems to anticipate a possible objection, namely, “What, then, was 
the purpose of the law?”— and in 3:19-4:7 begins to address this issue. On the one hand, 
paradoxically perhaps, the law actually caused transgressions—conscious breaking of the 
law—to increase. It is a sad fact of human nature that things that are not forbidden sometimes 
become more attractive once a law is given to prohibit them. But the main point that Paul 
develops is a somewhat opposite one. The law was given because of its custodial function. 
It was given as a paidagogos (the Greek work that is used)—although, in the ancient world 
a pedagogue was a slave who took children to and from school. Today we might say the law 
was a school bus; it was not an instructional function, primarily, but a custodial or protective 
function. The law protected us from being as bad as we possibly might have been without law 
until that period at which time the Christ should come. But Paul goes on to make it clear that 
that period has now arrived.

The remaining portions of chapter 3 and the beginning of chapter 4, talk about the privileges 
we have in Christ in this law-free era, not least that through our identification with Christ 
in baptism, as Galatians 3:28 puts it, there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, 
neither male nor female. After this digression, Paul then returns to further arguments for the 
legitimacy of his understanding of justification by faith, culminating at the end of chapter 4 
in a famous allegory in which he compares and contrasts the Judaizers’ understanding of who 
was a slave and who was a free person with his understanding in Christ. According to literal, 
physical descent, it was literal Jewish people, who because of their ancestry through the chosen 
race—Isaac, the favored son of Abraham—were viewed as God’s chosen people. And Gentiles 
were seen as outsiders, descendants of the slave child Ishmael, by means of the handmaid 
Hagar to his father Abraham. Paul, however, completely inverts this allegory or analogy by 
saying that it is Christians—Jew and Gentile alike—who spiritually are free, because they are 
the spiritual descendants of Abraham by faith. And those who are still in bondage to the works 
of the law, though they may be Jews and literally members of God’s chosen race, are spiritually 
in slavery. Whether or not the Judaizers themselves were convinced, Paul has certainly 
upended in a dramatic way conventional Jewish thinking of the time, and he assumed that it 
would convince his Galatian audience.

E. Grace Applied (Gal 5:1-6:18)

The final section then, the closing two chapters of Galatians, turns to a different topic. It is 
possible to be too legalistic, but it is also possible to give in to license, to licentiousness, to 
immoral living. Lest all of Paul’s emphasis in the first four chapters suggest that Christian 
living is without any moral foundations at all, chapters 5-6 debunk this particular notion. 
There is no halfway house, Paul says; it is either all one or all the other. And after making this 
point, he discusses the way in which Christian living is very ethical and moral. In this context, 
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in the latter part of chapter 5, are the famous descriptions of love as the summary of all the 
law; the famous fruit of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, 
faithfulness, and self-control; and Paul’s statement in Galatians 6:2 that when one is rightly 
related by the Spirit to God, one in fact fulfills the law of Christ. Paul then closes the letter with 
a recapitulation of these major themes and his closing greetings.

F. Theological Significance of Galatians

It is hard to top Martin Luther’s famous summary of the theological message and main point of 
the epistle to the Galatians: It is the charter, we might even say the “Magna Carta,” of Christian 
liberty. Christians are free from all forms of legalism. But as we seek to apply this theme, we 
must realize that there are at least two different kinds of legalism: what some have called 
a “hard legalism”—laws or good works put forward as prerequisites for salvation—which in 
general is not as common an affliction in the church of Jesus Christ, but also “soft legalism,” 
that more subtle transformation of what is intended to be a vibrant relationship with God 
through His Holy Spirit into a long list of dos and don’ts that go far beyond anything the 
Bible explicitly mandates. No one may say that this list of dos or don’ts is a prerequisite for 
salvation, but in an attitude which transforms a free and living relationship from one of joy 
to one of fulfilling laws—performance-based, performance-oriented—we may be as guilty of 
legalism as the Judaizers Paul himself had to denounce.
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Discussion Questions
How do you see legalism operating in the church today? How do you see license operating in the 
church today? Why are both of these extremes threats to genuine Christian living among followers 
of Jesus?

How is understanding the process of letter-writing in the ancient Greco-Roman world helpful to 
your study of the epistles found in Scripture?

In this lesson, Dr. Blomberg briefly describes both a “hard legalism” and a “soft legalism.”  How 
would you characterize the “soft legalism” he describes?  Do you have a list of dos and don’ts for 
yourself and/or for others?
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Further Study
Suggested reading for this lesson: 

Stedman, Ray C. Adventuring Through the Bible: A Comprehensive Guide to the Entire Bible. 
Discovery House Publishers: 1997.

Read Chapter 58: “How to Be Free” (Galatians)

Philip Yancey Devotional
Moment of Crisis - Galatians 3:1-4:7

Did you receive the Spirit by observing the law, or by believing what you heard? Are you so 
foolish? After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human 
effort? (Gal. 3:2-3)

All Jesus’ disciples were Jewish, as were most of the converts from the day of Pentecost. But 
on his first missionary journey, Paul learned to his surprise that non-Jews were even more 
receptive to the news about Jesus. He began a policy that he would follow throughout his 
career: He went first to the synagogue and preached among Jews; if they rejected him, though, 
he turned immediately to the Gentiles. 

In a twist of history, Paul gained a reputation as “the apostle to the Gentiles.” Before 
conversion he had been a Pharisee, a strict Jewish legalist. But as he saw God work among 
non-Jews he became their champion. This letter to the churches in Galatia dates from the time 
of the early Jew-Gentile controversy. Paul is emotionally worked up. In fact, he is downright 
furious at misguided attempts to shackle the church with legalism. In the first paragraph, 
Paul explodes with full force; he then proceeds to give a “Christian,” rather than Jewish, 
interpretation of the Old Testament covenants with Abraham and Moses. 

Legalism may seem like a rather harmless quirk of the church, but Paul could foresee the 
outcome of the Galatians’ thinking. They would start trusting in their own human effort 
(keeping “the Law”) to gain acceptance with God. Faith in Christ would become just one of 
many steps in salvation, not the only one. The bedrock of the Gospel would crumble as they, in 
effect, devalued what Christ had done. 

Paul’s letter to the Galatians is, then, a protest against treason. Paul insists that faith in Christ 
alone, not anyone’s set of laws, opens the door to acceptance by God. If a person could reach 
God by obeying the Law, then he, the strict Pharisee, would have done it. Galatians teaches 
that there is nothing we can do to make God love us more, or love us less. We can’t “earn” 
God’s love by slavishly following rules. 

Life Question: The Galatians got obsessed with legalism. Others refused to follow anyone’s 
rules. Which seems the greater danger?
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Glossary
Apology — (an apologetic; Greek: a defense) - In the New Testament, the Greek noun and verb 
forms of “apology” (apologia) appear frequently in the sense of a verbal defense or explanation 
of one’s conduct or opinions.

Epistle — (Greek epistole, “epistle,” “letter”) - The term “epistle” indicates a form of written 
communication between two persons or parties, private or official. The epistle is among the 
oldest and most abundantly preserved types of texts from antiquity.

Grace — (Greek charis) - The word “grace” was adopted by Paul and other New Testament 
writers to declare the ways of God with sinful people. He used it to point to the unique and 
unmerited acts of God to save sinners through Jesus Christ.

Judaizing — The process of adopting Jewish religious and cultural practices, as a requirement 
for salvation.

Justification — In a legal sense, declaring just or righteous. In the biblical sense, justification 
is by faith (Ro 3:22-28), which rests upon the pure grace of God and is itself, therefore, His gift 
(Eph 2:8).
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1.  According to Paul’s teaching in Galatians, who was declared righteous by faith, not works?
A.  Moses 
B.  Abraham 
C.  David 
D.  Job 

2.  First-century Galatian cities did not include:
A.  Antioch 
B.  Derbe 
C.  Iconium 
D.  Damascus 

3.  How did Martin Luther describe the book of Galatians?
A.  The Letter of Christian Morality 
B.  The Charter of Christian Liberty 
C.  The Magnum of Christian Legalism 
D.  The Guide of Christian Conduct 

4.  In the book of Galatians, what caused the debate between Paul and Peter over keeping the 
Mosaic law?

A.  Whether Jews and Gentiles should attend worship meetings together 
B.  Whether Jews should share table fellowship with Gentiles 
C.  Whether both Jewish and Gentile Christians may eat unclean foods 
D.  Use of wine in the Christian life 

5.  Justification:
A.  Was commonly understood in the Greco-Roman world to be the declaration of “not 

guilty”
B.  Is a metaphorical way of declaring believers to be acquitted of their sins in the eyes 

of God
C.  Is not based on physical ancestry within the chosen race, the Jews. 
D.  All of the above 

6.  Letters written in the ancient Middle East did not usually contain:
A.  The recipient’s surname 
B.  A greeting 
C.  A body 
D.  A specific request 

Quiz
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7.  Paul’s letter to the Galatians might be best described as:
A.  Sympathetic 
B.  Sorrowful 
C.  Apologetic 
D.  Joyful

8.  Which two common Jewish greetings does Paul use in several of his epistles?
A.  Peace and Love 
B.  Love and Honor 
C.  Grace and Peace 
D.  Grace and Mercy

9.  What is the central thesis of Galatians?
A.  We are saved by faith, not by works. 
B.  We are saved by following God’s law, not man’s. 
C.  We are saved by faithful prayer and service, not by confessing with our mouth. 
D.  We are saved by repentance, not by baptism. 

10.  Which of the following is not included in Paul’s listing of the fruit of the Spirit in the book 
of Galatians?

A.  Self-control 
B.  Goodness 
C.  Gentleness 
D.  Mercy 

 
Answers: 1. B 2. D 3. B 4. B 5. D 6. A 7. C 8. C 9. A 10. D
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Objectives
Lesson Two is a study of 1 & 2 Thessalonians, and an introduction to 1 Corinthians. You will 
discover why Paul wrote to the Thessalonians and presented his teaching on the last days. Then 
a brief introduction to the Corinthians, the most problematic of his churches, prepares you for a 
more thorough study of 1 & 2 Corinthians in later lessons.

When you complete this lesson, “1 Thessalonians – 1 Corinthians,” you should be able to:

• Describe the Thessalonian culture and church.

• Explain why Paul wrote each of his epistles to the Thessalonians.

• Explain Paul’s eschatology as presented in 1 & 2 Thessalonians.

• Describe the setting for writing 1 Corinthians and discuss its structure and theology.

• Grow in your ability to understand and benefit from the epistles to the Thessalonians and 
Corinthians.

Scripture Reading
Read 1 Thessalonians 1-5 and 2 Thessalonians 1-3.
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Transcript
Course Title: Galatians—1 Corinthians: Paul’s Earliest Letters 

Lesson Two: 1 Thessalonians—1 Corinthians: Paul’s Doctrine of Last Things

I. Introduction

After writing the epistle to the Galatians, in chronological order the next letters written according 
to the most probable reconstruction of the New Testament chronology, are Paul’s two epistles 
to the Thessalonians. We recall from our survey of the book of Acts that Paul had evangelized 
Thessalonica as part of his second missionary journey not long before he proceeded to the town 
of Corinth where Gallio was in power. And because of cross-references from other history of 
the time, we can date this time of Paul in Corinth to approximately the years 50, 51, or 52 A.D., 
and therefore the ministry in Thessalonica to just before this period of time. Paul seems to have 
written the letters during his period in Corinth, so that we can date the letters to that same period 
and his ministry in Thessalonica to relatively recently before he writes these two epistles.

II. Books of 1 and 2 Thessalonians

The townspeople of Thessalonica were considerably more urban, and urbanized, than those 
of the various cities in the rural plateau country of southern Galatia, but still we are a far cry 
in Thessalonica from the culture and history that surrounded cities such as Athens or Rome. 
We mentioned that one way of reading Acts 17, admittedly not the only one, is that the several 
Sabbaths that Paul spent reasoning with Jews in Thessalonica before they eventually ran him out 
of town may reflect a relatively short, perhaps barely a month-long, period of ministry there.

And if that supposition is right, then 1 Thessalonians in particular is significant because of 
the considerable praise, particularly in the opening three chapters, that Paul lavishes on the 
Thessalonians. In fact, it seems that there is little detailed theology or corrections to behavior and 
practice that Paul wishes to make, certainly nothing looming as large as the problem of Judaizing 
that we saw in the epistle to the Galatians. But by the time he arrives at the more exhortational 
section of his letter, in chapters 4 and 5, there is one prominent theological topic that occupies 
Paul’s attention, and in fact it is one to which he returns again in 2 Thessalonians.

A. Eschatological Issues

And that is the topic of eschatology—Christian teaching about the “end times,” about the 
circumstances that would immediately precede Christ’s return, and what all that return 
involved would look like. In 1 Thessalonians 4:13 and on in through chapter 5, apparently 
there has been some concern, perhaps because one or more Thessalonian Christians has 
recently died, that somehow they would be at a disadvantage by not being able to live until 
the parousia, that is, the second coming of Christ. Paul’s concern, then, in the exhortational 
portion of 1 Thessalonians is to calm these fears. Just because Jesus said that He was coming 
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back soon does not mean that we can predict the exact timing. Indeed, there may be many who 
die before His return. In fact, it may be that these Thessalonians, like other Christians that we 
read about elsewhere in the New Testament, were concerned that somehow Jesus’ teaching 
about His soon return was being falsified.

Now, nearly 2,000 years removed from that period, that concern seems almost laughable. But 
one has to reckon very seriously with a twenty-year interval between Christ’s death, in perhaps 
30 A.D., and the Thessalonian correspondence in 50 or 51, and realize that if indeed some 
first Christians thought that Jesus would return within weeks, months, or even a few years of 
His ascension that the problem of His delay would be very understandable. If one wants to 
summarize the theological message of Paul concerning eschatology in 1 Thessalonians, then, 
one could do well to simply say, “He is still coming soon.”

Interestingly, and before we turn to the actual contents of the letter, if one compares that 
emphasis in 1 Thessalonians with the emphasis in 2 Thessalonians, one sees balancing, and 
to a certain degree contrasting, themes. In 2 Thessalonians 2:2, Paul has to encourage the 
Thessalonians that they should not be quickly disturbed by a letter or a report, news of some 
kind, perhaps even purportedly with coming from Paul and company—that says that the 
return of the Lord has come, that the Day of the Lord has passed. There may well be—perhaps 
on analogy with certain Greek and even Gnostic lines of thinking—there may well have been 
thought that Christ’s second coming was some kind of invisible return, and that those people 
who were true believers were aware of this and somehow others may have missed it.

There are several other possible ways to understand the Thessalonians’ concern, but the main 
point of Paul’s response in 2 Thessalonians is in essence to say, “I told you once He was still 
coming soon, but don’t exaggerate how soon that has to be. He’s not coming that soon.” And in 
fact the theological heart of 2 Thessalonians, the middle chapter, chapter 2 of the three in this 
short epistle, deals with signs that still must take place before Christ can return.

B. Contents

We will come back and make some contemporary applications of that twin concern concerning 
eschatology after we survey the contents of the two letters. But let us turn to specifically 
1 Thessalonians, which has been called an exhortational letter. As we mentioned, there 
are no great ethical problems that Paul has to address. In fact, the first three chapters of 
1 Thessalonians are the single longest section of sustained praise, uninterrupted by any 
significant criticism, for any of the churches for which we have apostolic letters preserved—
high tribute to a fledgling Christian community who may not have had the advantage of direct 
Pauline evangelism and ministry for more than a few weeks.

A verse that well depicts Paul’s favor and pleasure with the Thessalonians involves the 
evangelistic effect of their young ministry: 1:7 says, “. . . you became a model to all the 
believers in Macedonia and Achaia.” Verse 8 continues, “The Lord’s message rang out from 
you not only in Macedonia and Achaia—your faith in God has become known everywhere.” He 
goes on to say that he does not need to tell other people about the Thessalonians’ exemplary 
faith: others, presumably even including non-Christians, are coming and bringing up the topic 
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with him—a beautiful example of the kind of faith to which all Christians, young or old, should 
aspire.

How were they able to respond so quickly and so successfully? A verse which points out the 
key answer to this question comes in 2:13, when Paul writes, “We also thank God continually 
because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as 
the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe.” 
Recognizing the Gospel message as the very inspired Word of God proves crucial in responding 
properly to that message.

C. Outline of 1 Thessalonians

A thumbnail outline, then, of the entire epistle to the Thessalonians, the first of the two 
that Paul wrote, begins with the conventional introduction and the thanksgiving, which 
Galatians had omitted, in 1:1-10; proceeds to describe Paul’s ministry in Thessalonica, in 
2:1-16; moves on to describe Paul’s feelings since leaving Thessalonica, 2:17-3:13; and then, 
having completed the body of the informational part of the letter, proceeds to the concluding 
exhortations—particularly, though not exclusively, surrounding this theme of eschatology, 4:1-
5:28, including the final greetings.

D. Theology of 1 Thessalonians

Going back to the beginning of the body of the letter, then, with chapter 2, we may comment 
on the model that Paul describes of his ministry in Thessalonica. He uses language in verses 
7 and 11 that is parental in nature, comparing himself both to a nursing mother and an 
affectionate father, concerned for this fledgling congregation the way parents are concerned 
for their children. It is arguable that unless one has this intimate and familial compassion for 
those one is working with in a ministry, one will soon burn out or give it up because of the 
demanding challenges that ministry also poses. As we return to the exhortational section of 
the letter, skipping over what are largely chapters of information about Paul’s longing for the 
Thessalonians and the travels and comings and goings of Timothy as his emissary, we come 
then to the one section of the letter that is particularly controversial.

What, in fact, does Paul teach about the end times? It is from 1 Thessalonians 4, and it is from 
this passage only in all of Scripture that the term “the Rapture” is derived—although various 
scholars believe that it is taught about in various other places. As Paul explains the events that 
will surround Christ’s return and that place those who are alive when He comes back, along 
with those who have died in Christ, on completely equal footing, he gives this statement in 
4:17. “We who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds 
to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.” Historically, there are 
three different schemes of understanding the relationship of this Rapture, a term coming 
from the Latin raptus, meaning “caught up,” and translating that expression, being “caught 
up with Christ in the air.” Some have seen this as a quite separate event from Christ’s public 
return, what is often called His second coming. Others have seen it as the same event, viewed 
from a different perspective. And yet a third group, though the smallest minority of the three, 
have seen it as an intermediate event in between the beginning of the Tribulation, that other 
prophetic passages in Scripture describe, and Christ’s coming.
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You may have heard such expressions as pretribulational, midtribulational, or posttribulational 
views of the Rapture, and that is what those terms are describing. In fairness to Paul, however, 
we must point out that this passage says nothing explicitly about any tribulation, and therefore 
any attempt to relate this text to that theme requires the cross-referencing and integration of 
other passages in Scripture in ways that ultimately all are speculative to one degree or another. 
But it is interesting, at least, to point out that there is another key term in this passage; namely 
the meeting that takes place with the Lord in the air, that frequently in the Greek language 
was used for a meeting or a rendezvous, or a reunion, or a celebration party with visiting, 
returning kings or generals returning home to their cities in triumph. This kind of a meeting, 
then, would be very appropriate to use metaphorically when Christ, in fact, is returning from 
heaven to earth. The “being caught up to meet the Lord in the air” is not, on this view then, to 
take Christians up into heaven, during some seven-year period of tribulation, for example, only 
to return with Christ after that period, but rather much like the analogy of a welcoming party 
that leaves the town to go out and meet its returning general or king in triumph and escort him 
back home in celebration and in victory.

If this language and this metaphor and these parallels are what Paul had in mind, then it may 
well be that the posttribulational understanding of the Rapture is the best understanding 
of Paul’s words here. But whichever view one takes, this should not be allowed to divide 
the church of Jesus Christ. After all, the very next verse, with which chapter 4 concludes, 
is “Therefore encourage each other with these words.” Chapter 5 then goes on to warn the 
Thessalonians, or to encourage them—to be alert so that they are not surprised. They may not 
be able to calculate the timing of Christ’s return, but they can at least be ever watching and 
ever vigilant so that they are not surprised like a thief surprises a householder in the night.

E. Outline of 2 Thessalonians

As we mentioned before, the reason why Paul had to pen 2 Thessalonians so quickly after 1 
Thessalonians may have to do, paradoxically, with the success of his first epistle. If indeed he 
was stressing that the Lord was still coming soon, some may have took that theme and run with 
it and exaggerated it too much, so that the doctrine of the imminent return of Christ, the belief 
that Christ could come back at any time, was actually replaced with belief in the immediacy 
of the return of Christ, that He had to come back within a very short, specific period of time. 
And to counteract that perspective the theological heart of 2 Thessalonians involves pointing 
out some signs that have yet to take place. A thumbnail outline of 2 Thessalonians involves 
simply three sections, one per chapter. The opening chapter includes, again, the conventional 
introduction and thanksgiving; the informational heart of the letter comes in 2:1-12—the 
signs which are still to come before the end; and the more exhortational part, complete with 
concluding greetings, occupies 3:1-18.

F. Theology of 2 Thessalonians

Once again, it is the eschatological teaching in this short letter that has fueled the greatest 
number of interpretive controversies. As Paul debunks the notion in chapter 2 that the Day of 
the Lord has already come, he does so by describing the certain signs that are yet to take place. 
The first of these, found in verse 3, is that the day will not come until the rebellion occurs 
and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the man doomed to destruction. These are apparent 
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allusions to a Jewish doctrine, well-known already in the first century, that immediately prior 
to the full arrival of the Messianic age, there would arise a great world ruler who would be the 
chief antagonist and hostilely oppose God and all His purposes.

John will later appeal to this same background, and coin the term “antichrist” to refer to such 
an individual. The other sign that follows in verses 5 and 6 is that someone or something is 
currently holding this antichrist back, preventing this man of lawlessness from being revealed, 
so that he may be revealed at the proper time. And verse 7 of chapter 2 goes on to say, “For 
the secret power of lawlessness is already at work; but the one who now holds it back will 
continue to do so until he is taken out of the way.” This “restraining” power or person, as it is 
often referred to in some translations, has been again identified with many different entities: 
God Himself, God through the Holy Spirit, God through the church, and so forth. These are 
controversial and difficult statements, but they are reminders that there will be a climax and 
culmination of the power and hostility of evil influences in the world immediately preceding 
Christ’s return. Nevertheless, they are not described in specific enough language for us to ever 
say that our world is so good that these events could not begin to unfold very quickly and very 
dramatically, leading up to the end.

Chapter 3 also includes some very interesting statements by Paul, building on hints that he 
had dropped in his first epistle about Christians in Thessalonica who are not working. We must 
admonish the idle. And in 3:10 of 2 Thessalonians, those who are not willing to work (not 
those who are not able to find work but those who are not willing to work) should not even 
eat. Historically, Christians have often thought that this problem had something to do with 
the Thessalonian problems with eschatology: perhaps they thought the return of Christ was so 
imminent that they could quit their jobs and simply wait for the end to come. In more recent 
years, a more sociological explanation has been added to this possible theological explanation, 
in which one has discovered evidence from archaeology at Thessalonica that large sections of 
the poorer parts of town lived in joint facilities that today we might call tenement buildings. 
It is quite probable that Christians there continued to celebrate the daily communal meals, in 
conjunction with perhaps the Lord’s Supper; and it may well have been the more sociological 
issue of whether all Christians were willing to work, and therefore be able to chip in to these 
fellowship meals, love feasts of sharing, that is involved in Paul’s admonitions.

If we balance this in 1 and 2 Thessalonians, then, off against each other, we have an excellent 
handle on the appropriate Christian response to all the complex and uncertain issues 
surrounding His return. He may be apparently delayed; He may be coming back sooner than 
is expected. We simply cannot know. We dare not live our lives as if we know we have years 
yet to live. Nor dare we live as if we know that we don’t. We must avoid the siege mentality of 
some posttribulationists who think we must live through the very worst and we must stockpile 
and prepare ourselves to expect attacks from all non-Christians from outside who want what 
we have. We must likewise avoid the defeatism of some pretribulation speculation that sees 
the world simply as a sinking ship, so that we try to save as many souls as possible but are 
not concerned more holistically for people’s needs in body and in spirit. If we balance 1 and 2 
Thessalonians out against one another, we will have a very good eschatological balance and 
avoid errors that have plagued both the ancient and the modern churches.
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III. Introduction to First Epistle to the Corinthians

After penning 1 and 2 Thessalonians, from Corinth, Paul continues his travels; and the next 
epistle that he writes—a much longer one than both of the Thessalonian letters put together—is 
the first epistle to the Corinthians. We will recall that these readers came from one of the most 
immoral cities in the ancient Roman Empire. Even though Paul had spent nearly a year and a half 
there, they were still one of the most immature churches to which any apostolic author has to 
address. Paul is in Ephesus, we learn from 16:3, apparently nearing the end of his three-year stay 
there, when he pens this epistle. And so we may date 1 Corinthians roughly to the year 55 A.D.

A. Response to Questions

His outline is very easy to discern, perhaps more so than in any of the apostolic letters. He is 
responding to questions that have been posed him by the Christian church in Corinth. The 
first six chapters refer and reply to questions that were brought in person by some messengers 
who came from Corinth to Ephesus in the household of Chloe. We learn about this in chapter 
1. At the beginning of chapter 7, Paul, however, turns to matters about which the Corinthian 
Christians wrote. From this we infer that they sent, and had delivered, a written letter to Paul 
as well.

B. Theology of 1 Corinthians

Beyond that, the outline of 1 Corinthians proceeds simply as a checklist of Paul’s answers to 
these many problems. There’s an important question, though, if any particular ideology or 
theology or theological error unifies all of these various questions. Clearly there are factions in 
the church; chapters 1-4 address these directly, but they are behind all of the issues that follow 
throughout the letter. But there is also a spirit of Hellenistic philosophy here, a dualism similar 
to what we saw in our survey of Gnosticism, but more endemic in Greek philosophy than just 
Gnostics—that dualism that saw the material world as inherently evil and therefore led most 
people in this philosophical system to an ascetic or world-denying form of lifestyle, but a 
significant minority to a hedonistic or more indulgent lifestyle. If one reads down the checklist 
of problems that Paul has to address throughout this letter, most of them can be associated 
with one or the other of these wings of an aberrant Greek philosophy. One may also speak of 
the Corinthian church being unified in its many errors by a triumphalistic spirit—a spirit of 
misguided maturity. They think they have arrived, spiritually speaking, when in fact Paul sadly 
has to remind them of so many ways in which they fall short.

The first issue that Paul addresses, then, in chapters 1-4, again after the conventional 
introduction and thanksgiving, is to respond to this issue of factions—those who are saying, 
“I am of Apollos,” or “I am of Peter,” or Paul, or of Christ. We are not sure exactly what each of 
these factions stood for. Historically, people have often assumed that there was a theological 
division, perhaps much like the Judaizing problem that troubled Galatia and Antioch, so 
that Peter maybe stood for a Judaizing faction, Paul for a more law-free form of Christianity, 
Apollos for the wisdom or speculative philosophy that he was known for according to our 
thumbnail sketch of his background in Acts 18. But we cannot be sure of this, and again, as 
we saw with the church in Thessalonica, there may be a sociological explanation as well. It 
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may be that some of these churches were richer or poorer, that people aligned themselves 
with different power mongers in the church. There is a lot of evidence that a number of the 
problems associated with the letter to the Corinthians involve only those in positions of power 
or wealth could have been enabled to perpetrate. At any rate, Paul’s main point in chapters 1-4, 
in reply to this issue of divisions, is to point people to the foolishness of the cross.

In 2:2 he, with some hyper-exaggeration, says he “resolved to know nothing while I was with 
you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.” Clearly from this letter he describes many other 
things that he does teach about, but this verse is clearly showing that the foundational issue 
that he wants to draw the Corinthian squabblers back to again and again is what he calls 
the foolishness of the cross. The crucified Messiah, who was a stumbling block to Jews, who 
believed that He was cursed by God, and foolishness to Greeks because their gods did not die, is 
nevertheless the heart of the message that He is the ultimate leveler of all people. The ground 
truly is level at the foot of the cross.
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Discussion Questions
What are the core ingredients of biblical eschatology—those beliefs upon which the vast majority 
of Christians should and could agree? What makes those beliefs encouraging to believers? (See 1 
Thessalonians 4:18).

For what does Paul praise the Thessalonians in 1 Thessalonians? How can our churches today 
attempt to model the example of the church in Thessalonica?

In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul addresses the issue of factions.  Do you see this issue 
present in the church today?  How does Paul recommend we respond to the issue of factions?
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Further Study
Suggested reading for this lesson: 

Stedman, Ray C. Adventuring Through the Bible: A Comprehensive Guide to the Entire Bible. 
Discovery House Publishers: 1997.

Read Chapter 62: “Hope for a Hopeless World” (1 Thessalonians)

Philip Yancey Devotional
Spiritual Checkup - 1 Thessalonians 2:17-4:12

May the Lord make your love increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else, just 
as ours does for you. May He strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy. (1 
Thess. 3:12-13)

Born in the midst of strife, the church at Thessalonica continued to meet hostility long 
after Paul was chased out of town. When he heard of their troubles, the apostle wrote this 
intimate letter, which provides important clues into what made him so effective as a “pastor.” 
First Thessalonians, dating probably from A.D. 50 or 51, is our earliest record of the life of a 
Christian community. As such, it provides a firsthand account of Paul’s relationship with a 
missionary church, barely twenty years after Jesus’ departure. 

Paul reviews his pastoral style with the Thessalonians, reminding them that while among 
them, he was gentle and loving, “like a mother caring for her little children” (2:7). He writes 
as if he has only them on his mind all day long. He praises their strengths, fusses over their 
weaknesses, and continually thanks God for their spiritual progress. A recent report from 
Timothy has indicated they are heading down the right path, but Paul urges them to live for 
God and to love each other “more and more.” 

In this letter, Paul also answers criticisms that have been leveled against him. Is he in it for 
the money? Paul claims that during his sojourn with the Thessalonians he worked night 
and day (he supported himself as a tentmaker) to avoid becoming a financial burden. Has he 
abandoned them? Paul takes pains to explain the reasons behind his unavoidable absence. 

Unlike some of Paul’s other letters, 1 Thessalonians doesn’t major in theology. Rather, it 
reveals the gratitude, disappointment, and joy of a beloved missionary who can’t stop thinking 
about the church he left behind. Surely one reason for Paul’s success centers on his churches 
having made as big an impression on Paul as he made on them.

Life Question: What seems to please Paul most about the Thessalonians? What worries him?
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Glossary
Antichrist — The prince of the enemies of Christ. In the New Testament “the antichrist” is 
referred to only in 1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3; and 2 John 7.

Eschatology — (from Greek eschatos, “last,” and logos, “discourse”) - The doctrine of last 
things. The term connotes the part of systematic theology that deals with the final destiny 
both of the individual soul and of humankind in general.

Great Tribulation — A specific period of suffering, often taken to come at the end of current 
human history, hinted at in the Old Testament (Dt 4:30), developed by Jesus in His Olivet 
Discourse (Mt 24:15-31; Mk 13:14-27), and prophesied in Revelation 7:14.

Midtribulationism — This view places the rapture in the middle of the Great Tribulation.

Millennium — Millennium is the Latin term for “1,000 years.” The word is not found in 
Scripture, but is customarily identified with the duration of time cited in Revelation 20:2-7. 
Generally, the term refers to a belief that part of the eschatological triumph of Christ will 
include the establishment of an earthly kingdom in fulfillment of the previously unfulfilled 
prophecies of the Old Testament for this earth.

Parousia — (Greek, “presence” or “arrival”) - In its English form, the word is employed 
(following New Testament usage) to denote particularly the future return of Christ in glory to 
judge the living and the dead, and to terminate the present world order.

Posttribulationism — This view places the rapture after the Great Tribulation.

Pretribulationism — This view places the rapture before the Great Tribulation.

Rapture — Derived from the Latin raptus, “to seize,” “to snatch,” the word may denote an 
ecstasy of spirit such as the mystic aspires to enjoy; or it may refer to a removal from one 
place to another by forcible means. This term does not appear in the Bible, but many feel it is 
indicated in 1 Thessalonians 4:14,17.
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1.  “Eschatology” is the:
A.  Part of systematic theology that deals with the final destiny of the individual soul 
B.  Part of systematic theology that deals with the final destiny of humankind in general 
C.  Doctrine of last things 
D.  All of the above 

2.  A primary purpose of 1 Thessalonians is:
A.  To explain clearly the doctrine of sanctification 
B.  To outline the basics of Christian conduct 
C.  To teach the readers about the second coming of Christ 
D.  To introduce the idea of Christian fellowship 

3.  First and 2 Thessalonians are believed to have been written during Paul’s:
A.  First missionary journey 
B.  Second missionary journey 
C.  Third missionary journey 
D.  None of the above 

4.  These church members Paul wrote to were wracked with many problems, including 
immorality and immaturity:

A.  Thessalonians 
B.  Galatians 
C.  Ephesians 
D.  Corinthians 

5.  What is Paul’s main teaching in 1 Corinthians?
A.  The cross of Christ should bring the humility needed to create unity. 
B.  The cross of Christ should bring an attitude of peace about Christ’s second coming. 
C.  The life of Christ should teach Christians how do business with the Gentiles. 
D.  The life of Christ should teach Christians that faith without works is dead. 

6.  What do 1 and 2 Thessalonians teach about Christ’s return?
A.  He may be coming back sooner than expected. 
B.  He may be coming back later than expected. 
C.  We cannot know the exact timing of Christ’s return. 
D.  All of the above 

7.  What is significant about the first three chapters of 1 Thessalonians?
A.  Paul tells the Thessalonians how to be prepared for the second coming of Christ. 
B.  Paul reprimands the Thessalonians for their immorality. 
C.  Paul lavishes praise on the Thessalonians. 
D.  Paul provides the Thessalonians with guidance for setting up the church. 

Quiz
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8.  From which part of Scripture is the “rapture” derived?
A.  1 Thessalonians 
B.  2 Thessalonians 
C.  Revelation 
D.  All of the above 

9.  Which of the following is not found in 2 Thessalonians?
A.  The signs which are still to come before Christ’s return 
B.  Three chapters of praise for the Thessalonian Christians 
C.  An admonishment to be willing to work rather than to be idle 
D.  Teaching about the “man of lawlessness,” or antichrist 

10.  Which of the following was not one of the eschatological concerns of the Thessalonians?
A.  That those who had died had missed out on Christ’s coming 
B.  That Christ was presently on the earth in a hidden form 
C.  That Christ was not going to return at all 
D.  That Christ had already completed an invisible return 

Answers: 1. D 2. C 3. B 4. D 5. A 6. D 7. C 8. A 9. B 10. B
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Objectives
Jesus was a Jew. He came to offer His Kingdom to the Jewish people. In this lesson you will study 
Judaism as it was given to God’s people, Israel, in the Old Testament documents. It is impossible 
to fully understand Jesus’ life or the Christian doctrines without understanding their roots in 
Judaism. You will also study how archaeology informs and supports New Testament records.

When you complete this lesson, “Judaism: The Religion Jesus Was Born Into,” you should be able 
to:

• Discuss and explain Judaism as it was practiced in Jesus’ day.

• Name and describe the various Jewish parties and leaders presented in the New Testament 
records.

• Discuss the various feasts and their influence on Jewish life.

• Explain the important role of archaeology in helping us understand the New Testament 
record.

Scripture Reading
Read 1 Corinthians 1-16.
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Transcript
Course Title: Galatians—1 Corinthians: Paul’s Earliest Letters 

Lesson Three: Judaism: The Religion Jesus Was Born Into

I. Introduction to Judaism and Archaeological Evidence

In this unit, we will conclude our study of the religious setting of the New Testament with an 
overview of first-century Judaism. We will then introduce the importance of archaeological 
research to New Testament studies. 

II. Judaism

One might say Christianity was birthed out of Judaism, and that is why an understanding of first-
century Judaism should be an important area of study for all serious New Testament scholars—
such as you. Jewish believers trace their faith (as do Christians) back to Abraham. They believe 
Abraham and his descendants were called by Yahweh to be a blessing to all the nations of the 
world (Ge 12:3). This call involved (1) a promise of land (Ge 12:1), (2) establishment of a people 
(Ge 12:2), and a universal purpose (Ge 12:3). This revelation from God to Abraham is regarded 
as an everlasting covenant (Ge 15:18), that is, an agreement between God on the one part and 
Abraham and his descendants “for the generations to come” (Ge 17:7) on the other, and which the 
Jews still consider to be in effect today. 

A. Scripture

The religion of the Jews is based on the revelation of God found in the Hebrew Bible and in 
the oral law, which is an explanation of the written Torah given to Moses at Mt. Sinai. The 
Hebrew Bible consists of the Torah (Law), Nebi’im (Prophets), and Kethubim (Writings). Their 
canon includes 22 or 24 books (some join Lamentations to Jeremiah and Ruth to Judges), and 
corresponds to the 39 books of the Christian Old Testament.

The Torah was revealed to Moses on Mt. Sinai after the Israelites had fled from Egypt. The basic 
meaning of the Hebrew word torah is not “law,” as that term is usually understood today, but 
rather “instruction.” To the Jew, God’s Torah is his revealed will concerning how His people are 
to live (Ps 119:1-8). He is a holy God, and His people are to be holy (Lev 19:1). The Torah is the 
foundation of Judaism, but the Prophets (“Nebi’im”) are also considered to speak for God, and 
selections of the Prophets (haptarot) are read along with the readings of the Torah at Shabbat 
services. In essence, the prophetic writings may be looked upon as the applications of the 
Torah (halakot). The cultic system was the basis for the Jewish sacrificial system as long as the 
temple stood. 
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B. Places of Worship

At the beginning of the Christian era, the obedience of the Jews to the Torah was centered 
in two places of worship: the synagogue and the temple. Although not mentioned in the Old 
Testament, synagogues were at the heart of Jewish life in New Testament times (Mk 1:21; 6:2; 
Lk 4:16, 31; 6:6). Synagogues were not just located in Palestine, but existed throughout the 
Roman world. James observes in the book of Acts, “Moses has been preached in every city from 
the earliest times and is read in the synagogues on every Sabbath” (Ac 15:21). It is unknown 
whether the first synagogue was organized during the Babylonian captivity, in the postexilic 
period, or during the intertestamental era, although the first option seems the most logical as 
the need for congregational fellowship, instruction, and worship would certainly have existed 
among the exiles. According to tradition, there were 480 synagogues in Jerusalem when the 
city fell in A.D. 70.

The role of the synagogue is well-described in an inscription from Ophel near Jerusalem, 
built early in the first-century A.D. “for the reading of the law and for the teaching of the 
commandments.” In addition at the site, there was located an inn with a good water supply for 
the use of those from abroad, presumably on pilgrimage to the temple. As few as ten male Jews 
over the age of thirteen could form a minyan or quorum—the minimum number needed for a 
synagogue. Their leader was known as the “archisynagogos” or presiding officer. Relatively late 
inscriptions from Smyrna and Myndos in Caria show that women sometimes held this office; 
however, this continues to be debated. The presence of synagogues outside Palestine, and the 
existence of Jewish propaganda, produced a favorable impression on some Greeks and Romans 
who became proselytes or, as they were sometimes called, “God-fearers.” Synagogues, schools, 
and their officers thus flourished in the Greco-Roman world and provided examples for later 
Christians to follow.

The synagogue was the center of instruction, but the temple was the place of sacrifice. The first 
temple, built by Solomon (949 B.C.), was destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 B.C. Under the 
combined leadership of Zerubbabel, Haggai, and Zechariah, a second temple was constructed in 
the postexilic period (516-515 B.C.). The Talmud states that five key items from the first temple 
were absent from the second temple as follows: (1) the ark of the covenant, (2) the Shekinah 
cloud of glory, (3) the divine fire, (4) the Holy Spirit, and (5) the Urim and Thummim.

Herod the Great began an extensive program devoted to the enlargement and beautification 
of the temple in the eighteenth year of his reign (20-19 B.C.). Its architectural specifications 
can be gleaned from the writings of Josephus and the Talmud. The temple area was enlarged 
to cover about twenty-six acres. The main building and its courts were arranged in terraces, 
with the temple located on the highest one, twelve steps higher than the inner court. The 
outer court, known as the court of the Gentiles, was frequented by Gentiles, unclean persons, 
and merchants. It was surrounded by a high wall with several gates on the western side and 
porticoes all around. Next came the court of the women, which was separated from the court of 
the Israelites by a wall. Within the court of the Israelites was the court of the priests with the 
temple sanctuary. Within the court of the priests was the altar of sacrifice and the laver. The 
renovated temple was truly a magnificent sight to behold. 
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C. Leadership under Roman Rule

Relations between Jews and Romans were quite complex, as is demonstrated by an extensive 
collection of decrees quoted in the Antiquities of Josephus and derived from the archives 
in the Capitoline library. These came from cities, consuls, proconsuls, and such rulers as 
Mark Antony, Julius Caesar, Augustus, and Claudius. They show that Jews had rights based 
on treaties made with Rome and that the exercise of these rights was not confined to just 
the Palestine area. Jewish communities had jurisdiction over their own members and could 
administer their own funds, including special distributions that were occasionally made. Their 
members were exempt from military service, from the obligations of the state cult, and were 
not required to appear in court on the Sabbath.

1. The High Priest. In Judea itself, the high priest had jurisdiction over all religious 
matters, although it appears that he and his supreme court, the Sanhedrin, could not legally 
impose the death penalty under Roman prefects or procurators. He was in charge of the 
temple, and its elaborate rites that included the daily sacrifices. At the great festivals of 
Tabernacles, Dedication, Passover, and Pentecost, he presided with the assistance of a large 
number of priests and Levites. He, alone, could enter the holy of holies, while Gentiles were 
forbidden under penalty of death to even enter the inner court of the temple.

2. Priests. All biblical sources agree that the priesthood was originally given to the tribe of 
Levi. The sources disagree, however, as to how the priesthood was established within that 
tribe. One possibility is that the priesthood was made up exclusively of one family within 
the tribe of Levi, the family of Aaron (Ex 28:1; 30:26-30; 49:9-15). The rest of the members 
of the tribe were then subordinate to the Aaronic priesthood, as only descendants of Aaron 
could become priests. Even if the rest of the members of the Levite tribe were resident at 
the place of sacrifice, they could not participate in any direct way in the cultic rituals of the 
religion. The Levites as a group, however, were given a certain sanctity, below the priestly 
group but distinct from other Israelites. Within the family of Aaronic priests the firstborn 
was set apart and given the rank of high priest.

The function of the priests was primarily concerned with offering sacrifices on the altar 
in the temple. This included the sprinkling of blood and burning portions of the sacrifices 
(Lev 1). They were involved in the treatment and assessment of impurity. In the ancient 
Near Eastern world, disease was often viewed as an external and tangible embodiment of 
an impure spirit. The priestly activities also included oracles given for a variety of purposes, 
from military advice to judging and instructing the people on matters of tribal customs and 
behavior.

3. Levites. Another view of the priests and Levites was that the entire Levitical tribe (not 
just the family of Aaron) was appointed to serve in the priesthood, or more precisely, those 
Levites were appointed who resided in the chosen city (usually identified with Jerusalem). 
Levites who did not attach themselves to the temple were devoid of any degree of sanctity, 
and in this respect did not differ from ordinary Israelites. Those Levites who lived in 
provincial towns were not to participate in the sacrificial system.
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Whatever their original job responsibilities, once the temple was built at Jerusalem the 
Levites (not of the Aaronic family) usually functioned only as overseers in the house of the 
Lord (1Ch 23:4). They were choristers, musicians, gatekeepers, judges, craftsmen for the 
temple, supervisors of chambers and courts, overseers of the temple treasuries and officers 
in charge of the royal services (1Ch 9:22, 26-27; 23:2-4, 28). They also assisted the priests, 
prepared the cereal offerings, and cared for the courts and chambers of the sanctuary. They 
were supported by the tithe of the people (Lev 27:32), but a tenth of this tithe was to be 
given to the priests (Nu 18:26-28).

4. Sanhedrin. The Sanhedrin, supreme assembly of postexilic Judaism, grew out of the 
union of the non-priestly heads of families, representatives of the lay nobility with 
the priestly aristocracy. The supreme judicial authority in Jerusalem was composed of 
Levites, priests, and heads of families. Thus it was an aristocratic senate composed of 
representatives of the priestly and lay aristocracy who, in the Persian and Greek periods, 
came to the forefront of the Jewish people. Only later, probably in the time of Queen 
Alexandra (76-67 B.C.), who held Pharisaic persuasions, were Pharisaic scribes admitted to 
this assembly that had until then been wholly aristocratic. According to Joachim Jeremias, 
“There can therefore be no doubt about the composition of the group of ‘elders’ in the 
Sanhedrin: they were the heads of the most influential lay families” (Jerusalem in the Time 
of Jesus, p. 223). Indeed, biblical writers call it by such terms: “rulers,” “chief priests and 
rulers,” “chief priests and elders and scribes,” and “council.”

In New Testament times, the high priest presided over a membership of 70, consisting of 
high priests, members of families from which the high priest came, tribal and family heads, 
scribes, Pharisees, and Sadducees. Council sessions were not held at night, on the Sabbath, 
or during the various religious feasts. They normally met in the temple area daily, although 
some sources indicate they congregated only on Mondays and Thursdays.

In religious cases, they had the power to impose and to execute the death sentence upon 
Gentiles who trespassed into unauthorized temple courts and upon Jews who invited 
Gentiles into the Jewish temple areas. In civil cases, their verdicts of capital punishment 
had to be referred to the Roman procurator for execution. Christ appeared before the 
Sanhedrin on a charge of blasphemy (Mt 26:65). In addition, we know the council heard 
charges against Peter and John (Ac 4:5-6; 5:27), Stephen (Ac 6:13), and Paul (Ac 23:1). The 
Sanhedrin was allowed to retain a police force, which had the power to make arrests (Mt 
26:47). 

D. Religious Calendar

Jewish religious observances were primarily based upon the directives found in the Hebrew 
Scripture. The Sabbath, or the seventh day of the week, was to be kept holy through rest from 
working and instruction in the Torah (Ex 20:6-11). In defining work, first-century scribes had 
imposed upon the Sabbath such strict regulations that works of compassion and necessity were 
ruled out as well. This led to their criticism of Jesus’ actions and to their claim that He had 
broken the Sabbath (Mt 12:1-14; 23:2-4). The religious calendar was marked by eight primary 
celebrations:
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• Passover / *April 14 / Ex 12:1-20; Lev 23:5 

• Unleavened Bread / *April 15 / Lev 23:6-8 

• Pentecost / *June 6 / Lev 23:15-21 

• Trumpets / *October 1 / Lev 23:23-25 

• Atonement / *October 10 / Lev 23:26-32 

• Tabernacles / *October 15 / Lev 23:33-44 

• Dedication / *December 25 / Jn 10:22 

• Purim / *March 14 / Est 9:26-28 

* dates varied from year to year

The Jewish religious year began with Passover, whereas the civil year began with the Feast 
of Trumpets. The first six feasts were ordered by God through Moses. Purim was instigated 
after the Babylonian captivity in the postexilic era, and the Feast of Dedication began during 
the intertestamental period. The feasts were holy, patriotic seasons in which the people were 
reminded of their national heritage and the works of God on their behalf. Passover, Pentecost, 
and Tabernacles formed the three great annual festivals. These three haggim, or pilgrimage 
festivals, were so designated because on them Israelites gathered at Jerusalem to give joyful 
thanks to their God (Dt 16:16).

1. Feast of Passover. Passover was a major festival held in the spring to commemorate 
Israel’s deliverance from Egyptian bondage. The term is often used of the entire festival 
celebration (Ex 12:48; 2Ki 23:21). It may also designate the Passover sacrifice to be eaten 
(Ex 12:11; 2Ch 30:18) or the animal itself, that is, the Passover lamb (Ex 12:21; 2Ch 30:15). 
Our understanding of the Passover during the New Testament era comes largely from 
the writings of Josephus, the mishnaic tractate Pesahim, and the New Testament itself. 
Pilgrimages were made annually to Jerusalem for the Passover sacrifice until the temple 
was destroyed.

2. Feast of Unleavened Bread. On the day after the eating of the Passover lamb, the Feast 
of Unleavened Bread began. This observance, distinct from Passover, was to last seven days. 
During this time all bread made with yeast was to be destroyed and only unleavened bread 
was to be eaten (Ex 12:15, 17-20; 13:6f). The first and seventh days were for holding sacred 
assemblies; no work was to be done, except for food preparation (Ex 12:16).

3. Feast of Weeks (Pentecost). Greek pentekoste means fiftieth and came to designate the 
fiftieth day after Passover. The Old Testament does not use the term, but instead refers to 
the festival as the Feast of Weeks (Ex 34:22). It was designated as such because it concluded 
the interval that began with the presentation of the first harvest sheaves, thereby marking 
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the end of the grain harvest. It was celebrated with much joy, the cessation of work, and the 
ritual presentation of a “cereal offering of new grain” in the form of two loaves of leavened, 
salted bread (Lev 23:16-17; Nu 28:26). On this day the church was born (Ac 2).

4. Feast of Trumpets. There is no actual reference to the Feast of Trumpets in the Old 
Testament; however, the designation has been frequently applied to the observance of the 
first day (new moon) of the seventh month (Tishri) as described in Leviticus 23:23-25 and 
Numbers 29:1-6. The “trumpet” was actually a “shofar” (pl. “shofarot”). The word is derived 
from “shapparu” (Assyrian) meaning “wild goat” and is made of a ram’s horn. The original 
form of the shofar was a cured one like that of the natural ram’s horn. It was to be a solemn 
day of rest and as at the observance of every new moon (Ps 81:3), shofar were blown. The 
Feast of Trumpets is the direct ancestor of today’s Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year’s 
Day.

5. Day of Atonement. The name Yom Hakkippurim (more familiarly Yom Kippur) is derived 
from the Hebrew noun koper, meaning “ransom” or “hush money” (Ex 30:12; 1Sa 12:3). Yom 
Kippur was the day above all others on which Israel, as a nation, sought the propitiation 
of the God against whom they had sinned, together with the consequent blessing of 
His forgiveness and reconciliation to Him. The Day of Atonement was a day of fasting 
and lament that fell on the tenth day of the seventh month, nine days after the Feast of 
Trumpets and five days before the coming of Tabernacles.

6. Feast of Tabernacles (Booths or Ingathering). This feast began on the fifteenth day of 
the seventh month (Tishri), that is, mid-October, five days after the Day of Atonement. 
It continued for one week, and was associated with the fall season at the end of the year 
(Ex 34:22) when agricultural work was concluded. It was a “pilgrim” festival, the intent of 
which was to emphasize the nomadic character of the wilderness period (Lev 23:43). On the 
first day the congregation ceased from all normal activities and presented burnt offerings 
to the Lord, a procedure that was repeated on the eighth day, after the festival proper had 
terminated.

7. Feast of Dedication (Hanukkah). A feast held by the Jews throughout Palestine for eight 
days, commencing on the twenty-fifth of Chislev (Nov.-Dec.), in commemoration of the 
cleansing of the temple and the rededication of the altar by Judas Maccabeus after their 
desecration by the much disdained Antiochus Epiphanes (1Mc 4:52-59; compare 2Mc 5:10). 
Jewish sources often refer to it as the Feast of the Maccabees. The feast was to be kept “with 
mirth and gladness.” At this feast, Jesus delivered the discourse in the temple at Jerusalem, 
recorded in John 10:22-39.

8. Feast of Purim. The institution of Purim and the events that led up to it is recorded in 
Esther (3:7; 9:20-32). The book describes how Haman, who had been made the foremost 
prince of Persia by King Xerxes (485-465 B.C.), detested all Jews. Haman had the lot 
(Hebrew “pur,” “purim” is the plural of “pur”) cast to find an opportune day to work his 
hatred upon them. That day turned out to be the thirteenth and fourteenth days of the 
twelfth month (Adar). Through God’s grace, the Jews were spared and the Jews were 
encouraged by Mordecai to celebrate their great deliverance as an annual feast (Est 9:20-
22). 
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III. Archaeological Evidence

Much of what is known about past civilizations has been discovered through archaeology. 
Archaeology is the scientific study of the material remains of past human life and activities. 
Archaeological evidence needs to be accurately evaluated when used in relation to biblical studies, 
according to Charles L. Feinberg in The Value of Archaeological Studies for Biblical Research:

It is appropriate to consider both the uses and abuses of archaeological research, for there are 
right and wrong uses of this discipline. It must never be forgotten that archaeology cannot and 
does not prove the doctrinal content of Scripture. Although biblical truth rests on historical data, 
in the very nature of the case biblical truth is fundamentally religious and spiritual in character, 
that is, it treats the Person of God and of man and their relationships. The tangible discoveries of 
archaeology cannot prove or disprove such spiritual truth. . . . It is with reference to the history-
based truth of the Scriptures that one may seek confirmation from archaeology. (p. 266) 

A. Biblical Archaeology

When looking at archaeological evidence, the archaeology of the Bible cannot be confined to 
the land of Palestine. The biblical story began at the eastern end of a long rectangle where 
the Tigris and Euphrates rivers join together to run into the Persian Gulf, and where Ur, the 
Sumerian seaport, lay at the culminating point of the great trade routes over desert, mountain, 
and sea. When the last apostle laid down his writing instrument near the end of the first-
century A.D., the church had been established in Rome, ruler of all the territory where the story 
of the Bible had taken shape and form. Rome, the great city of seven hills located on the Tiber 
River, which was near the western end of the same long rectangle of lands. In other words, this 
rectangle central to biblical archaeology went from Ur in the southeast corner, to the Caspian 
Sea in the northeast corner and Rome in the northwest corner, to Carthage in the southwest 
corner.

Biblical archaeology, therefore, is a specialized field within the larger discipline of general 
archaeology related to those lands that played significant roles in the unfolding of the Hebrew 
story and the subsequent founding of the Christian church. Within these lands, lie the remains 
of seven great empires: Egyptian, Hittite, Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman, or 
those significant parts of them that had a place and a part in the biblical record. In addition 
to countless kingdoms, principalities, and city-states, numberless people have come and gone 
and left the remains of their cultures for archaeologists to discover to help us gain a better 
understanding of the biblical narrative. 

B. Archaeological Sites

An archaeological site could be an ancient necropolis, a cave, the remains of a solitary building 
complex, or any similar area that exhibits evidence of human occupation or activity. The usual 
site for excavation in the Middle East is usually a tell. The Arabic word tell, commonly meaning 
“hill,” has been taken over by archaeologists to designate a hill that has been formed from 
the debris of human occupation, built up in successive layers over the centuries through a 
sequence of habitation, destruction, and reconstruction.
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Augmenting the debris of human activity is often thrown in a liberal measure of wind-blown 
sand and dirt, accumulated over those periods when the site lay unoccupied. Each tell came 
into existence because it offered some advantage to would be inhabitants. Two features that 
often attracted human settlement were a perennial water supply and adjacent pasturage or 
fertile fields. In addition, a site may have been made more desirable by its location near a trade 
route, it was naturally defensible, or it commanded a strategic position.

Dwellings were built close together, a wall was built for protection, and the surrounding fields 
were used for farming and grazing. During the lifetime of the first community, which may 
have been 50, 100, or more years, garbage and trash accumulated in the avenues. Dust blew 
in and settled against the dwellings and city walls, and gradually the level of the town went 
up, making it necessary for the inhabitants to raise the earthen floors in their houses in order 
to keep water from flowing in during the rainy season. At some time, the occupation cycle 
would end, perhaps because of pestilence, earthquake, warfare, or whatever. But at a later 
date, the same advantages that had led to the initial occupation of the site continued to draw 
later settlers. Over the span of time, perhaps as much as 4,000 years, the same story would be 
repeated over and over again, and from these superimposed layers of human occupation a tell 
would be formed. Some of these ancient hills are as much as seventy feet in height, and exhibit 
thirty or more levels of occupation. 

C. Dating of Finds

Once excavation begins at a tell, dating becomes an important issue. Chronology is a subject of 
great significance to biblical archaeology. Relative chronology must be carefully distinguished 
from absolute chronology. Most archaeological data provides, at best, relative chronology: 
Level II was later than Level III and earlier than Level I. Accordingly, the types of material 
found in those levels can be arranged typologically and sequentially.

One of the most important items in establishing a chronological sequence of occupation is 
the remains of ancient pottery, painted and unpainted. Pottery is the most profuse artifact 
recovered by biblical archaeologists. These are classified by their characteristics and are helpful 
in developing a chronology of the site. There are several features that make pottery the ideal 
material for relative chronology such as (1) their style changed rather frequently, (2) it was 
relatively inexpensive, and subsequently quite plentiful in the ancient Near East, (3) it was 
fragile and once broken practically useless, and (4) shards of pottery are almost indestructible. 
In addition, pottery does not dissolve in water and is not consumed by fire. As a result of 
these factors, pottery is the most plentiful and the most reliable means of building a relative 
chronology available to modern archaeologists. 

D. Archaeological Periods

Biblical archaeology lies within the Holocene Epoch of geological study and the 
anthropological cultural levels of the New Stone Age and later. Time frames are delineated 
primarily on the basis of significant technological changes. There is broad general agreement 
among scholars on the sequence of cultural development and on the suggested dates. For the 
biblical world, these are as follows:
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• Aceramic (Prepottery) Neolithic Age, circa 9000-6000 B.C. 

• Neolithic-with-Pottery Age, circa 6000-5000 B.C. 

• Chalcolithic Age (introduction of copper tools), circa 5000-3200 B.C. 

• Early Bronze Age (copper tools predominated), circa 3200-2000 B.C. 

• Middle Bronze Age, circa 2000-1600 B.C. 

• Late Bronze Age, circa 1600-1200 B.C. 

• Iron Age (introduction of iron tools), circa 1200-300 B.C. 

• Hellenistic Period, circa 300-63 B.C. 

• Roman Period, 63 B.C.-A. D. 323 

Of course, the Aceramic Neolithic Age did not end concurrently throughout the biblical world. 
The discovery of how to make plastic clay, fashion it, fire it, and so fabricate pottery was 
probably localized to one place (or more), from which the craft spread into other areas. Likewise, 
the discovery of metallurgical competencies spread, probably more slowly because of the more 
limited sources of copper ore and the higher skill level needed to make copper tools as compared 
to the manufacture of pottery.
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Discussion Questions
In this lesson, we learn that it is impossible to fully understand Jesus’ life or the Christian 
doctrines without understanding Christianity’s roots in Judaism. Explain why an understanding of 
1st century Judaism is important to our accurate reading of the New Testament.

Charles L. Feinberg says, “It is appropriate to consider both the uses and abuses of archaeological 
research, for there are right and wrong uses of this discipline.  It must never be forgotten that 
archaeology cannot and does not prove the doctrinal content of Scripture.”  Why is this important 
to remember in a study of archaeology?  How do you think archaeological research can be helpful 
when applied to biblical studies?  How might it be “abused”?

Why were the eight primary Jewish celebrations so important to the ancient Jews?  How are these 
celebrations similar to Christian celebrations?  How are they different?
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Further Study

Suggested reading for this lesson: 

Stedman, Ray C. Adventuring Through the Bible: A Comprehensive Guide to the Entire Bible. 
Discovery House Publishers: 1997.

Read Chapter 63: “Holding Back Lawlessness” (2 Thessalonians)

Philip Yancey Devotional
Rumor Control - 2 Thessalonians 2:1-3:13

We hear that some among you are idle. They are not busy; they are busybodies. Such people 
we command and urge in the Lord Jesus Christ to settle down and earn the bread they eat. (2 
Thess. 3:11-13)

One topic dominates 2 Thessalonians more than any other: Jesus’ return to earth. Church 
members were disturbed by a rumor, allegedly from Paul, that the last days had already 
arrived. In this letter, Paul denies the report and outlines what must occur before the day of 
the Lord arrives. 

The controversy actually traces back to a portion of Paul’s first letter. Toward the end of 1 
Thessalonians, he gave direct answers to questions about the afterlife. Would people who had 
already died miss out on resurrection from the dead? It was more than an idle question for the 
Thessalonians, who lived with the constant danger of persecution. On any night a knock on 
the door could mean imprisonment or death. 

Paul had allayed the Christians’ fears by assuring them that people still living when Jesus 
returns to earth will rejoin those who have died before them. In the meantime, however, 
the Thessalonians had gone several steps beyond Paul’s advice. Their speculation about the 
impending day of the Lord, fueled by the recent rumors, had become an obsession. Some 
of them had quit their jobs, and simply sat around in anticipation of that day. They were 
becoming, in Paul’s words, “idle” and “busybodies.” 

Paul wrote 2 Thessalonians mainly to correct the imbalance. In the second chapter he tells 
of certain obscure events that must precede the second coming of Jesus. (No one is certain of 
Paul’s exact meaning in every detail because he was building on teaching he had given the 
Thessalonians in private.) 

Here, as elsewhere, the Bible does not focus on the last days in an abstract, theoretical way. 
Rather, it makes a practical application to how we should live. Paul counsels patience and 
steadiness. He asks his readers to trust that Jesus’ return will finally bring justice to the earth, 
urges them to live worthily for that day, and commands them not to tolerate idleness—a good 
prescription for an obsession with the future in any time period.

Life Question: How should we prepare for Jesus’ second coming?
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Glossary
Gemara — A commentary on the Mishnah, which formed the second part of the Talmud.

Haggadah — Jewish teaching forming the nonlegal part of the Talmud; the prayer book 
containing the seder ritual.

Halakah — The body of Jewish law supplementing the scriptural Law and forming especially 
the legal part of the Talmud.

Josephus, Flavius — A Jewish historian (c. A.D. 37 - c. A.D. 100). He was a native of Palestine 
of priestly descent who received a thorough education based on study of the Jewish law. 
During the siege of Jerusalem (A.D. 70) he acted as interpreter to Titus, with whom he 
returned to Rome, as his surrender had earned him the hostility of the Jews.

Mishnah — The Mishnah contains a written collection of Jewish oral law handed down from 
teacher to student. The laws were developed over several centuries; the written form, codified 
in around A.D. 200. The collection makes up the first and basic part of the Talmud. The 
Mishnah ranks second in authority only to the canon of the Hebrew Scriptures for Jews.

Salome Alexandra — She was the widow of King Aristobulus I. When her husband died, 
she released his half-brothers from prison and gave her hand in marriage to one of them, 
Alexander Jannaeus, whom she also enabled to take his late brother’s place as king and high 
priest. When he died, he bequeathed his kingdom to his wife. She was sixty-four years old and 
reigned over Judea for nine years (76-67 B.C.).

Talmud — The Jewish compilations that embody the Mishnah, or oral teaching of the Jews, 
and the Gemara, or collection of discussions on the Mishnah.
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1.  At the beginning of the Christian era, the obedience of the Jews to the Torah was centered 
in:

A.  The synagogue 
B.  The temple 
C.  Both A and B 
D.  None of the above 

2.  Herod’s temple in Jerusalem did not include:
A.  The Holy of Holies 
B.  The court of the Gentiles 
C.  The court of women 
D.  A synagogue 

3.  Some biblical sources believe the Jewish priesthood was made up solely of members of 
whose family?

A.  Aaron 
B.  Abraham 
C.  Jacob 
D.  Moses 

4.  The basic English meaning of the Hebrew term torah is:
A.  Law 
B.  Instruction 
C.  Justice 
D.  Writing 

5.  The Hebrew Bible includes the:
A.  Torah 
B.  Nebi’im 
C.  Kethubim 
D.  All of the above 

6.  Which ancient item has been one of the most helpful in establishing chronological 
sequence of occupation in biblical times?

A.  Scrolls 
B.  Aqueducts 
C.  Pottery 
D.  All of the above 

Quiz
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7.  Which of the following did not apply to Jews under Roman rule?
A.  Jews were required to appear in court on the Sabbath. 
B.  Jews had jurisdiction over their own members. 
C.  Jews could administer their own funds. 
D.  Jews were exempt from military service. 

8.  Which of the following is not a characteristic of a first-century synagogue?
A.  It was for the reading of the Torah. 
B.  It was for the teaching of the commandments. 
C.  As few as eight male Jews over the age of 13 could form the minimum number 

needed for a synagogue.
D.  The leader was known as the presiding officer. 

9.  Which of the following was not a Jewish pilgrimage festival in the first century?
A.  Passover 
B.  Tabernacles 
C.  Purim 
D.  Pentecost 

10.  Yom Kippur was:
A.  The day above all others on which Israel, as a nation, sought the propitiation of the 

God against whom they had sinned
B.  Intended to emphasize the nomadic character of the wilderness period 
C.  To commemorate the cleansing of the temple and the rededication of the altar by 

Judas Maccabeus
D.  None of the above 

Answers: 1. C 2. D 3. A 4. B 5. D 6. C 7. A 8. C 9. C 10. A


