
390 2 Thessalonians

For many students of the Bible, the scenario outlined 
above provides a reasonable historical context for under-
standing this letter. It certainly is the context within which 
the letter has been understood throughout most of church 
history. In modern times, however, an alternative scenario 
has been suggested and has garnered significant support. 
According to this view, the letter was not actually written 
by Paul, and it may not have been written to the Thes-
salonians. It comes from a later time, years after Paul’s 
death, when Christians regarded the apostle’s writings as 
authoritative treatises, almost on a par with scripture. By 
that time, as Christians had continued to think about the 
second coming of Christ, they had come up with ideas 
that never would have occurred to Paul, ideas developed 
in response to things that had happened in the Roman 
Empire. Some of these ideas are presented in the book of 
Revelation and in the Synoptic Gospels (Matt. 24:1–44; 
Mark 13:3–37; Luke 21:7–36), books that were written 
two to four decades after Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians. 
So, according to this suggestion, some Christian who is 
unknown to us wrote a new “letter from Paul” expressing 
these ideas about the second coming. The person who 
did this apparently had a copy of 1 Thessalonians and 
used it as a model for creating a composition that would 
read like something Paul would have written. Although 
the letter is ostensibly addressed to “the church of the 
Thessalonians,” it probably was intended for circulation 
among Christians throughout the Roman Empire. If this 
is the case, then we don’t know who wrote the letter, or 
where, or when (though proponents of this view think that 
some date in the 80s seems likely). Still, the main point of 
the letter is once again assumed to be the teaching about 
the end times presented in 2:1–12.

In sum, questions regarding the best context for understanding 2 Thes-
salonians revolve around the issue of whether this is actually a letter from 
Paul. If 2 Thessalonians is by Paul, then it should be read as one of his earliest 
compositions—indeed, it is likely to be the second earliest Christian writing 
that we possess—and it may be read as a virtual postscript to 1 Thessalonians 
dealing with a particular crisis that arose in one early Christian congregation. 
If 2 Thessalonians is not by Paul, then it should be understood as presenting 
generic instruction on what had become a matter of interest decades later.
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Box 20.1 

What Was the Rumor?

The Thessalonians were shaken and 

alarmed by a rumor that “the day of the 

Lord is already here” (2 Thess. 2:2). What 

did they think had happened?

•	 Did	they	think	that	the	persecu-

tions that they were experiencing 

were the “birth pangs” indicating 

that the second coming was cer-

tain to occur within a matter of 

days (cf. 1 Thess. 5:3)?

•	 Did	they	think	that	Jesus	had	al-

ready come back and was putting 

together his kingdom somewhere 

on earth?

•	 Did	they	think	that	something	like	

the “rapture” had occurred and 

that they had been left behind 

(cf. 1 Thess. 4:15–17)?

•	 Did	they	think	 that	Christ	had	

returned in some mystical sense, 

perhaps embodied in the spiritual 

unity of the community?

•	 Did	they	think	that	the	“day	of	

the Lord” was something that did 

not	require	a	literal	second	com-

ing but rather could be realized 

spiritually through a life of faith 

that overcomes all difficulties (cf. 

1 Cor. 4:8)?
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