
The Books of 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 1: Thanksgiving for a Model Church

1 Thessalonians 1:1–10

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

This opening passage is far more than a warm greeting. What is doctrinally at stake here is the 
nature of genuine conversion and the marks of authentic, saving faith. Paul describes a faith that 
visibly works, a love that costs something, and a hope anchored in the return of Christ. He 
defines conversion concretely in verses 9 and 10 as turning to God from idols, serving the living 
and true God, and waiting for His risen Son from heaven. This is the picture of salvation our 
churches hold dear: not a private feeling or a one-time prayer, but a decisive turning that 
reorders a person’s whole life and sets it on a new allegiance and a new hope. Note also Paul’s 
language of being “chosen” (election), which he grounds not in a hidden decree but in the 
gospel coming in power and being received with conviction. Handle this gently here; it sets the 
tone for the fuller treatment in Lesson 11.

At the same time, this passage was never meant only to define terms. Paul is forming hearts. He 
wants the Thessalonians, and your students, to feel the wonder that the living God noticed 
them, worked in them, and made them a light to others. The goal this week is to help each 
student look at the evidence of grace in their own life and take courage, and where the evidence 
is thin, to be honestly stirred toward deeper consecration.

So aim at both targets. Send students home with a clear grip on what real conversion and living 
faith look like, and with their affections warmed toward the God who takes ordinary people and 
makes them a model of Christ. Let the lesson end not in mere analysis but in fresh gratitude and 
renewed surrender.

Question 1

Student Question:

Paul thanks God as he remembers the Thessalonians’ “work of faith and labor of love and 
steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 3). What does this three-part description teach 
us about what genuine, saving faith looks like when it is alive in a person?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin by helping students hear the deliberate structure of verse 3. Paul names three things, and 
each one pairs an inward grace with an outward expression: faith produces work, love produces 
labor, and hope produces steadfast endurance. This is one of the clearest windows in the New 
Testament into what living faith actually is. It is never merely intellectual agreement; it is a trust 
in Christ that gets up and does something.



Stress that Paul is not setting faith against works here, nor is he teaching salvation by human 
effort. He is describing the kind of faith that saves, the kind that is alive. A faith that never 
works, a love that never labors, and a hope that collapses under pressure would be reason for 
concern, not thanksgiving. Connect this to James 2:17, where faith without works is called dead, 
and to Galatians 5:6, where what counts is faith working through love.

Draw out the order and the climax. The phrase ends with “steadfastness of hope in our Lord 
Jesus Christ.” The endurance that holds a suffering church together is fueled by hope, and that 
hope is fixed on Jesus and His return, which Paul will develop throughout both letters. Help 
students see that Christian endurance is not gritted teeth; it is hope leaning toward a sure 
future.

Bring it home pastorally. Many sincere believers measure their faith by how they feel rather 
than by how they live. Paul measures it by fruit. Invite students to take quiet encouragement: if 
their faith is working, their love is laboring, and their hope is holding, God is at work in them, 
just as He was in Thessalonica.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Saving faith as a living, active trust that necessarily produces works, never a bare mental 
agreement or “faith only” (James 2:17–24)

 The inseparable triad of faith, hope, and love as the basic shape of the Christian life (1 
Corinthians 13:13)

 Christian hope as confident expectation grounded in the resurrection and return of Christ, 
not wishful thinking

 Endurance under hardship as the normal fruit of genuine faith, not evidence of God’s 
absence

 The danger of measuring our standing with God by feelings rather than by the fruit the Spirit 
produces in us

Discussion Prompts

 What is the practical difference between a faith that merely believes and a faith that works?
 Can you think of a time when hope in Christ’s return actually changed how you endured 

something hard?
 Why do you think Paul leads with thanksgiving rather than instruction when writing to this 

church?

Question 2

Student Question:

Of these three marks, faith that works, love that labors, and hope that endures, which one is 
weakest in you right now? Name one concrete way you could begin strengthening it this week.



Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the first self-examining question of the study, and the goal is encouragement and honest 
reflection, not guilt. Help students see that naming a weak area is not a confession of failure but 
the first step of growth. Even the model church at Thessalonica had room to grow, as later 
chapters will show.

Walk through the three marks concretely. A weak “work of faith” might show up as belief that 
never translates into obedience or action. A weak “labor of love” might look like affection that 
never inconveniences itself for others. A weak “steadfastness of hope” might appear as 
discouragement that has lost sight of the return of Christ. Giving students concrete pictures 
helps them locate themselves.

Press toward a single, specific next step. Spiritual formation rarely happens through vague 
resolutions. Encourage each student to name one small, doable action this week, a phone call to 
make, a habit to begin, a passage to memorize, that would strengthen the weakest area. Small, 
faithful steps are how God grows us.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Honest self-examination as a healthy and biblical practice (2 Corinthians 13:5)
 The reality that growth in grace is gradual and lifelong, never instant or finished in this life
 Spiritual formation through concrete, repeated practices rather than vague intentions
 The role of the church family in helping one another grow in faith, love, and hope

Discussion Prompts

 Which of the three marks did you choose, and what made you land there?
 What is one small step this week that would actually strengthen it?
 How can this group support one another in following through?

Question 3

Student Question:

Paul says he knows of their “election” because “our gospel came to you not only in word, but 
also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction” (vv. 4–5). How does Paul actually 
know that these people belong to God, and what does that tell us about how God’s choosing 
reaches a human heart?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question opens the theme of election, which Paul will return to in 2 Thessalonians 2. Handle 
it carefully and pastorally. Notice precisely how Paul reasons. He says he knows their election 
“because” or “for” the gospel came to them in power and was received with full conviction (vv. 



4–5). Paul reads their election off of their response to the gospel, not off of a secret decree he 
claims to have glimpsed.

Be clear and gentle here about what the text does and does not teach. God genuinely chooses a 
people for Himself, but Scripture consistently presents that choosing as reaching people through 
the preached gospel, which they hear, believe, and obey. The Thessalonians were chosen and 
the proof was that the message came with power and they embraced it wholeheartedly. This is 
election through the gospel, not an arbitrary selection that bypasses a person’s response.

Emphasize the means God used: “our gospel came to you.” The power was in the message of 
Christ crucified and risen, accompanied by the Holy Spirit and producing deep conviction. God’s 
choosing and the human hearing of the word are not in competition. God works through the 
proclaimed word to bring people to faith.

Pastorally, this gives assurance without presumption. A believer can know they belong to God, 
not by claiming access to hidden decrees, but by the evidence that the gospel has come home to 
them with power and reshaped their lives. Save the fuller discussion of unconditional election 
for Lesson 11, but plant the seed here that God’s choice and our believing response belong 
together.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Election as God’s purpose worked out through the gospel, received by hearing, believing, 
and obeying (2 Thessalonians 2:13–14)

 Assurance of salvation grounded in the gospel’s transforming effect, not in claims of secret 
knowledge

 The Holy Spirit working through the preached word, not apart from it
 The gospel of Christ crucified and risen as the power of God for salvation (Romans 1:16)
 A caution against any view that makes God’s choice bypass the genuine, responsible 

response of faith

Discussion Prompts

 How does Paul actually know these people belong to God?
 What is the difference between assurance grounded in changed lives and assurance based 

on a feeling?
 Why does it matter that the gospel came “in power,” not just in words?

Question 4

Student Question:

Paul could point to the way the gospel had visibly changed the Thessalonians. If someone who 
knew you well were asked for evidence that Christ lives in you, what would they be able to point 
to, and what would you wish they could point to?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question turns the truth of God’s transforming work toward the student’s own life. The aim 
is loving honesty. Paul could point to visible change in the Thessalonians; can the same be said 
of us? Reassure students that the goal is not to manufacture impressive evidence but to notice 
where grace is genuinely at work and to long for more.

Help students think in concrete terms. Evidence of Christ in us shows up in changed priorities, in 
patience where we used to be harsh, in generosity, in repentance that keeps turning from sin, in 
love for fellow believers, in steadfastness under pressure. Encourage them to name real 
examples rather than vague generalities.

Then let the second half of the question do its work: what do you wish someone could point to? 
This gentle gap between what is and what we long for is exactly where the Spirit forms us. 
Encourage students to bring that longing to God rather than to despair over it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The observable nature of genuine conversion (Matthew 7:16–20)
 Sanctification as ongoing, visible transformation into the likeness of Christ
 The difference between performing for others and bearing real fruit by the Spirit
 Holy longing for greater Christlikeness as itself a sign of the Spirit’s work

Discussion Prompts

 What is one piece of evidence of grace in your life that you can thank God for today?
 What is one area where you long to see more of Christ formed in you?
 How might this group pray for one another in these specific areas?

Question 5

Student Question:

The Thessalonians “became imitators of us and of the Lord” and then turned into “an example to 
all the believers” in the surrounding regions (vv. 6–7). What does it look like for the gospel to 
reproduce itself through ordinary Christians, and how does imitation play a part in spiritual 
growth?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Here Paul introduces the theme of imitation and example. The Thessalonians “became 
imitators” of Paul and of the Lord, and as a result became a pattern others imitated. Help 
students see the chain: Christ is the model, faithful believers imitate Him, and their lives in turn 
become a model for still others. This is how the gospel spreads, not only through formal 
preaching but through lives worth copying.



Stress that imitation is a thoroughly biblical idea. Paul elsewhere says, “Be imitators of me, as I 
am of Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:1). Younger believers learn the faith by watching older ones live 
it. This honors the New Testament pattern of discipleship, where truth is passed on through 
relationships, teaching, and example, not merely through information.

Draw out the encouraging implication. The Thessalonians were new converts, yet their changed 
lives were already influencing others across the region. You do not have to be a mature, 
polished saint to be an example. A genuine, joyful, obedient walk with Christ is contagious. 
Ordinary faithfulness, lived out in public, preaches.

Apply this to the local congregation. Ask who the students are watching and learning from, and 
who might be watching them. Encourage older believers to take seriously their role as models, 
and younger believers to find faithful examples to imitate.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Discipleship through imitation and example as a New Testament pattern (1 Corinthians 11:1; 
Philippians 4:9)

 The influence of ordinary, faithful lives in spreading the gospel
 The responsibility of mature believers to live as examples worth following
 The way changed lives function as a witness alongside spoken proclamation

Discussion Prompts

 Who has been a model of Christ for you, and what did you learn by watching them?
 Who might be watching and learning from your walk with Christ right now?
 What makes a life genuinely worth imitating?

Question 6

Student Question:

Paul says the believers received the word “in much affliction, with the joy of the Holy Spirit” (v. 
6). Where in your life right now is God asking you to hold on to joy in the middle of difficulty, and 
what would that joy look like in practice?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question presses the reality that the Thessalonians received the word “in much affliction, 
with the joy of the Holy Spirit.” Help students hold both halves together. Their joy was not the 
absence of trouble; it was joy in the middle of trouble, given by the Spirit. This is one of the most 
distinctive marks of authentic Christianity.

Be careful here not to encourage a forced or fake cheerfulness that denies real pain. The joy 
Paul describes is not pretending everything is fine. It is a deep gladness rooted in belonging to 



God and in the hope of Christ, which can coexist with genuine sorrow. Point to Paul’s own 
example of “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing” (2 Corinthians 6:10).

Invite students to name a specific present difficulty and to ask what Spirit-given joy might look 
like there. Often it looks like worship that continues, gratitude that keeps surfacing, and hope 
that refuses to let go, even while the hardship remains. The source is the Holy Spirit, so this joy 
is something to receive in prayer, not manufacture by willpower.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Joy as a fruit of the Holy Spirit, available even in affliction (Galatians 5:22; Romans 14:17)
 The difference between Spirit-given joy and shallow or forced positivity
 Suffering as a normal part of the Christian life rather than a sign of God’s displeasure
 The role of worship, gratitude, and hope in sustaining joy through hardship

Discussion Prompts

 Where in your life right now is God inviting you to joy in the middle of difficulty?
 What is the difference between Spirit-given joy and simply pretending to be happy?
 How can the fellowship of the church help carry our joy when our own runs low?

Question 7

Student Question:

Verse 8 says “the word of the Lord sounded forth from you” so that their faith had become 
known everywhere. What does this teach about the responsibility and the natural overflow of a 
church that has truly received the gospel?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verse 8 paints a vivid picture: from this one small church “the word of the Lord sounded forth” 
like a trumpet blast or a thunderclap, so that their faith became known everywhere. Help 
students feel the natural overflow here. A church that has truly received the gospel does not 
keep it bottled up; it sounds out, almost involuntarily, like an echo that keeps traveling.

Clarify that this happened in two ways. The Thessalonians actively spread the message, and their 
reputation for genuine faith traveled ahead of them. Both spoken witness and visible character 
were at work. The gospel advances through what we say and through what we are, and the two 
reinforce each other.

Make the point that evangelism is the proper fruit of a healthy church, not an optional add-on 
for a few enthusiasts. When believers grasp what God has done for them, telling others 
becomes a natural overflow of gratitude. Where a church is silent, it is worth asking whether the 
wonder of the gospel has grown cold.



Apply this to the congregation’s shared responsibility. Encourage students to think of the church 
not as a place that consumes religious goods but as a sending station, a people through whom 
the word keeps sounding forth into homes, workplaces, and neighborhoods.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Evangelism as the natural overflow of a church that has genuinely received the gospel
 The combined witness of spoken proclamation and visible Christian character
 The shared responsibility of all believers to spread the word, not only leaders
 The connection between gratitude for grace and zeal to tell others

Discussion Prompts

 What does it look like for a congregation today to let the word of the Lord sound forth?
 What tends to keep us quiet about our faith, and how can we overcome it?
 How do our words and our character work together in witness?

Question 8

Student Question:

The Thessalonians became known far and wide simply by living out their faith where they were. 
Who are the specific people in your daily life, at home, at work, among neighbors, who are 
watching how you live? What message is your life currently sounding forth to them?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question moves from the church’s witness to the student’s personal sphere of influence. 
The Thessalonians did not have a strategy or a platform; they simply lived as Christians where 
they were, and the word traveled. Help students see their ordinary contexts, home, work, 
neighborhood, as the very places God has positioned them to witness.

Encourage concreteness. Ask students to actually picture specific people, a coworker, a 
neighbor, a family member, who observe their lives. This moves witness from an abstract duty 
to a relational reality with names and faces.

Then ask the searching question: what message is your life currently sounding forth? Our lives 
are always preaching something. The aim is not guilt but awareness, that students would want 
their daily conduct to point clearly to Christ.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Every believer’s daily life as a constant witness, for good or ill
 The ordinary places God positions us as our mission field
 Integrity, the alignment of life and words, as essential to credible witness
 The privilege of representing Christ to specific people God has placed around us



Discussion Prompts

 Who are the specific people who regularly watch how you live?
 What message do you think your life is currently sounding forth to them?
 What is one way you could make your witness clearer this week?

Question 9

Student Question:

Paul summarizes their conversion in verses 9 and 10: they “turned to God from idols to serve the 
living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus 
who delivers us from the wrath to come.” What does this passage teach about what real 
conversion involves, who Jesus is, and what we are now waiting for?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinal heart of the lesson, and it deserves the heaviest treatment. Paul compresses 
the whole of conversion and Christian hope into verses 9 and 10. Walk through it phrase by 
phrase. First, the Thessalonians “turned to God from idols.” Conversion is a decisive turning, a 
change of direction and allegiance, which Scripture calls repentance. They left their old gods 
behind.

Second, they turned “to serve the living and true God.” Conversion is not only away from 
something but toward Someone. It results in a life of service and worship directed to the one 
true God. Salvation reorders the whole purpose of life around God Himself.

Third, they turned “to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead.” Help 
students see the full confession packed in here: Jesus is God’s Son, He truly died, God raised Him 
bodily from the dead, He is now in heaven, and He will come again. The resurrection is 
presented as historical fact and as the ground of our hope. This anchors the second coming, 
which dominates both letters.

Fourth, Jesus is the one “who delivers us from the wrath to come.” Be clear and sober: Scripture 
teaches a coming judgment, a day when God will set all things right and deal with sin. The good 
news is that Jesus rescues His people from that wrath. Present this not as a scare tactic but as 
the seriousness that makes grace amazing. Connect conversion (turning, serving, waiting) with 
its goal (deliverance through Christ). You may gently note that this is the same Jesus whose 
visible return Paul will describe in chapter 4; there is one glorious return and one judgment, not 
a series of secret events.

Finally, tie the doctrine to the heart. The Christian life moves between two great realities: a 
decisive past turning to God, and a confident future waiting for Christ. We serve now, in 
between, with hope. Help students locate themselves in that story.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Conversion as repentance, a decisive turning from idols and sin to the living God (Acts 
26:18–20)

 The deity, death, bodily resurrection, present reign, and future return of Jesus, the Son of 
God

 The resurrection of Christ as a historical event and the ground of Christian hope (1 
Corinthians 15:3–4)

 A coming day of judgment and wrath from which Christ delivers His people (Romans 5:9)
 The one visible, glorious return of Christ as the church’s hope, not a series of secret or 

speculative events
 The Christian life lived between a real past conversion and a sure future hope, expressed in 

present service

Discussion Prompts

 What three things does Paul say the Thessalonians turned to do, and what does each reveal 
about conversion?

 Why is the bodily resurrection of Jesus essential to our hope?
 How does waiting for Christ’s return shape the way we live today?

Question 10

Student Question:

Look back across this whole opening passage. Paul takes a small, ordinary, suffering church and 
shows that God was unmistakably at work in them. Name one specific way you sense Jesus 
wanting to form you through this lesson, and what your first step of response will be.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This capstone question asks students to look back across the entire passage and respond 
personally. Resist the urge to summarize everything; instead, help each student listen for the 
one thing the Spirit is pressing on them. Formation happens when a person responds to a 
specific prompting, not when they admire the whole picture from a distance.

Encourage students to move from insight to a concrete first step. It might be a renewed turning 
from a particular idol, a recommitment to serve God in a specific way, a decision to let their life 
witness more clearly, or simply fresh gratitude expressed in worship. The point is a real, 
nameable response.

Close the lesson by returning to wonder. The God who took a small, suffering, ordinary church 
and made it a model of Christ is the same God at work in your students. Send them out 
encouraged, not merely informed, and ready to take their next step with Him.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Personal response as the proper goal of studying God’s word (James 1:22–25)
 The Spirit’s work of pressing specific truth into specific lives
 Gratitude and surrender as the fitting response to grace
 Spiritual growth through concrete, obedient first steps

Discussion Prompts

 What one thing from this passage is the Spirit pressing on your heart?
 What will be your first step of response this week?
 How can we pray for one another as we take these steps?


