styled them as irreligious, unpatriotic, and antisocial. Becoming a Christian
in mid-first-century Thessalonica almost certainly meant a loss of esteem and
social prestige.
Paul wants to tell the Thessalonian Christians that although they are
not honored in the eyes of this world, they are honored in the eyes of God.
He also goes out of his way to assure them that they are highly regarded
among other believers: their story is told as an inspiring example of faith in
churches throughout Macedonia and Achaia and, indeed, “in every place”
(1:7–9). Further, he suggests that their unbelieving neighbors (the ones who
shame them) are the ones behaving in a manner that is truly unworthy of
honor: they mistreat others (2:2) and live as people who do not know God,
controlled by lustful passions (4:5). All this will be exposed when the day
of God’s wrath arrives: utter destruction will come upon those who blithely
talk of “peace and security” (5:3–4). Thus, the Thessalonian Christians
should not be concerned with what their doomed neighbors think, but Paul
does offer two practical suggestions that might help their situation. First,
the Thessalonian believers ought to build each other up, for this provides
an affirmation of honor within the community that they no longer enjoy in
society at large (4:18; 5:11, 14). Second, they should be careful about their
behavior toward outsiders: if they refrain from meddling in the affairs of
others and if they remain good productive citizens (4:11–12), they may mute
some of the criticisms leveled against them. So, they must look beyond their
current situation to their ultimate destiny (5:9; cf. 3:3), but in the meantime,
Box 19.5
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Good Grief
In 1 Thessalonians 4:13, Paul says that he does not want the believers to “grieve as others do who have no hope.” A popular text for Christian funerals and memorial services,
this passage typically is interpreted as encouraging a distinctive, Christian grief that is
grounded in the promise of life after death. Paul does not say that the Thessalonians
should not grieve for their lost loved ones—that would be unrealistic and unhealthy.
Rather, he says that their grief should be different from the grief of people who have
no hope of ever seeing their loved ones again. The Christian Thessalonians are not to
be “uninformed about those who have died.” They know that the dead in Christ will rise
and that all who believe, living and dead, will be reunited to be with the Lord forever
(4:16–18). Such knowledge does not cancel out the grief or sorrow of experiencing the
loss of loved ones in this life, but Paul nevertheless urges the grief-stricken Thessalonians
to “encourage one another with these words” (4:18).
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