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The passage regarding the Jews in 1 Thessa-
lonians 2:14-16 has attracted attention for 
several reasons, and three connected questions 
have been raised in this respect. First, has this 
passage, or a part of it, been added by another 
author as a later interpolation to the epistle? 
Second, does not the disqualifying tone that is 
used when speaking of the Jews clash with the 
positive expectations that Paul, according to 
Romans 9-11, had with respect to the Jewish 
people? Third, has the judgment announced 
upon the Jews already taken place or does this 
refer to the final Judgment Day?

These questions spring from the ra-
zor-sharp wording of verse 15, where it is said 
of Jews that ‘they displease God and are hos-
tile to everyone.’ The emeritus-professor from 
Utrecht, P.W. (Pieter) van der Horst, New Tes-
tament scholar and expert of early Judaism, 
especially referred to this verse in a seminar on 
Church and Israel, saying: ‘There are texts in 
the New Testament that very effectively justify 
the hatred of Jews. In the church we should not 
preach on, but against, these texts.’1 Or should, 
perhaps, the sermon rather be directed towards 
a particular interpretation of these texts?

As far as the theology of Karl Barth is 
concerned, it seems to be his Christological 
concentration that made Jesus the Jew in his 
thought the foundation for Christian opposi-
tion to antisemitism and Nazism.2

Because 1 Thessalonians 2:14-16 has an 
antisemitic reception history, contemporary 
Bible readers feel uncomfortable with this 
passage.3 All this provides sufficient reason to 
examine its meaning.

1  On 29 January 2007. See http://www.kerkenisrael.nl/
pdf/voi56-5b.pdf. 

2  See on this topic a.o. the recent volume edited by 
George Hunsinger, Karl Barth, the Jews, and Judaism 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018).

3  See Anthony C. Thiselton, 1&2 Thessalonians Through 
the Centuries (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 64–78.
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In the first part of this essay, the three aforementioned questions will be dealt 
with: the issue of authenticity, the relationship to Romans 9-11, and the pronounce-
ment of judgment upon the Jews. In the second part, a cursory exegesis of this 
passage will be presented in order to understand what the authors – the three mis-
sionaries Paul, Silvanus and Timothy, with the apostle Paul as the person primarily 
responsible – have to say and what their message means for the church today.4

Part 1: Preliminary questions
1.1. The authenticity

A diversity of interpolation theories appears to exist, frequently with the intention 
of indemnifying the ‘real’ Paul from the charge of antisemitism. “It is difficult,” says 
Richard in his commentary, “to explain the tone of the entire passage in Pauline 
terms.”5 There are doubts about the authenticity not only of verse 16c, but also 
of verses 15-16, of verses 14-16, and of verses 13-16 as a whole. The authenticity 
has been contested with objections of a theological, a form-critical, and a linguistic 
nature.6 The theological objections will be addressed in paragraph 1.2 and 1.3. The 
form-critical and linguistic objections have been exhaustively dealt with by Weath-
erly. He disputes the idea that the plea in 2:13-16 is interrupted by indicating that 
verse 12 uses the second person plural three times in the accusative (ὑμᾶς), whereas 
verse 17 in the first-person plural is expressed in the nominative (Ἡμεῖς δέ). This 
change is explained by the experiences from the intermediate verses, which the writ-
ers and their readers share. By removing these experiences one would be distorting 
the structure of the text.7

Furthermore, it should be observed that 2:13 belongs to the main theme of the 
letter. Following the first thanksgiving in 1:2, a new thanksgiving is introduced here.8 

4  On this authorial trio, see P. H. R van Houwelingen, Tessalonicenzen: Voortgezet basisonderwi-
js (Kampen: Kok, 2002; Derde, herziene druk 2011), 18–23. Both epistles consistently use the 
first-person plural, referring to Paul, Silvanus and Timothy from the opening of the epistle. In five 
instances, however, the first-person singular is used, indicating that Paul alone felt responsible for his 
apostolic mission in Macedonia (1 Thess. 2:18; 3:5; 5:27, 2 Thess. 2:5; 3:1). Cf. Samuel Byrskog, 
“Co-Senders, Coauthors, and Paul’s Use of the First Person Plural,” Zeitschrift Fur Die Neutestamen-
tliche Wissenschaft Und Die Kunde Der Altere 87, no. 3–4 (1996): 230–50. The remainder of the pres-
ent contribution contains reworked material from my Dutch commentary on 1 and 2 Thessalonians.

5  Earl J. Richard, First and Second Thessalonians (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1995), 124.
6  Birger A. Pearson, “1 Thessalonians 2:13-16: A Deutero-Pauline Interpolation,” Harvard Theological 

Review 64, no. 1 (1971): 79–94.; Hendrikus Boers, “The Form-Critical Study of Paul’s Letters. I 
Thessalonians as a Case Study,” New Testament Studies 22, no. 2 (1976): 140–58.; Daryl Schmidt, 
“1 Thess 2:13-16: Linguistic Evidence for an Interpolation,” Journal of Biblical Literature 102, no. 2 
(1983): 269–79.; Angela Standhartinger, “Paul, the Jews and the Thessalonians: Some Old and New 
Observations to 1 Thess 2:13-16,” Paper SBL Boston, November 19, 2017.

7  John A. Weatherly, “The Authenticity of 1 Thessalonians 2.13-16: Additional Evidence,” Journal for 
the Study of the New Testament 13, no. 42 (1991): 79–98.

8  Jan Lambrecht, “Thanksgivings in 1 Thessalonians 1-3,” in The Thessalonian Correspondence, ed. 
Raymond F. Collins (Leuven: Peeters, 1990), 183–205.
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And 2:14-16 explains how this ‘thanks to God’ continues to apply, irrespective of 
the opposition to the gospel that both the writers and their readers had experienced. 
For the Thessalonians had, after all, accepted the proclaimed Word. Given the mac-
ro-structure of the epistle, it is improbable that 2:13-16 or a part of it has been added 
to the original text by a foreign hand.

To what extent does the challenged passage have a linguistic style of its own? This 
question can be answered in several ways. Where Schmidt distinguishes six or seven 
levels of subordination in the text and finds that complexity to be suspect, Weath-
erly points to other passages of Paul’s with six, even up to nine, levels (Rom. 4:16-
17; 15:15-16; Phil. 1:12-15, 27-30).9 And although in verse 14 the specification of 
‘churches’ has been rightly noticed by Schmidt, similar geographical specifications 
are found in the opening words of the Corinthian epistles (1 Cor. 1:2; 2 Cor. 1:1). 
That ἀδελφοί, used as a term of address, separates the specification from the noun 
in this same verse would not, according to Schmidt, be appropriate to Paul’s style; yet 
Philippians 3:17 is constructed in the same way. The uncommon separation between 
τὸν κύριον and Ἰησοῦν in verse 15 can be translated tersely: ‘… who also killed the 
Lord, in the person of Jesus.’10

In short, objections of a form-critical and a linguistic nature against the authen-
ticity of this passage are not convincing. That leaves the question of how to theolog-
ically position the content alongside what Paul wrote in Romans 9-11. 

1.2. The inconsistency with Romans 9-11
In Romans 9-11, Paul expresses himself much less negatively with respect to the 
Jewish people. He expects the salvation of ‘all Israel’ (Rom. 11:25-26a).11 How can 
the difference with 1 Thessalonians 2 be explained?

According to Broer, 1 Thessalonians 2 must be taken as a prophetic plea for 
conversion addressed to the Jews. In anticipation of this conversion, Paul would be 
speaking hopefully about the future of Israel in Romans 9-11.12 Okeke, on the other 
hand, is of the opinion that Israel’s resistance against Jesus as the Messiah actually 
opens up the possibility for the future conversion of gentiles, in order to make Israel 
envious.13 According to Perrot, Paul would have first pronounced a curse on the 
Jews, only to correct it later.14

9  Schmidt, 1 Thess. 2:13-16; Weatherly, Authenticity.
10  Charles Masson, Les deux épitres de Saint Paul aux Thessaloniciens (Neuchâtel: Delachaux & Niestlé, 

1957), 34.
11  Cf. my article “The redemptive historical dynamics or the salvation of ‘all Israel’,” Calvin Theological 

Journal 46, no. 2 (2011): 301–14.
12  Ingo Broer, “’Der ganze Zorn ist schon über sie gekommen’: Bemerkungen zur Interpolationshy-

pothese und zur Interpretation von 1 Thes 2,14-16,” in The Thessalonian Correspondence, 137–59.
13  G. E. Okeke, “I Thessalonians 2.13-16: The Fate of the Unbelieving Jews,” New Testament Studies 

27, no. 1 (1980): 127–36.
14  Charles Perrot, “’La colère est tombée sur eux, à jamais’ (1 Th 2,16),” in L’ Evangile exploré (FS Simon 

Légasse), ed. Alain Marchadour (Paris: Cerf, 1996), 285–99.; Cf. Simon Légasse, “Paul et les Juifs 
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Marxsen, however, argues that Paul does not have all Jews in mind in 1 Thessalo-
nians 2, but exclusively those who had demonstrated hostility towards the proclaim-
ers of the gospel and their message. The condemnation only applies, he adds, as long 
as they persist in their hostile attitude. Paul could be extremely critical concerning 
such a negative position adopted by some Jews (Rom. 2:28-29; 2 Cor. 11:24; Gal. 
2:13; Phil. 3:2).15 

Yet it does not appear to be a case of a few uncoordinated incidents. Schlueter 
suggests that Paul was using polemical hyperbole,16 but such a solution does no jus-
tice to the gravity of 1 Thessalonians 2. The Jewish people as a whole are considered 
to be a hearth of resistance against God and his prophets, against his Son and his 
Word. The history of this has been described in the Old Testament, the actual issue 
being violence against messianic Jews in Israel. Therefore, the Jewish opposition did 
not have a nationalist or racist character, rather it was the result of a spiritual choice. 
In that sense, a comparison with Old Testament prophets seems justified.

Wick has rightly emphasized that Paul’s words are to be understood as a compo-
nent of his rhetoric.17 His sharp criticism of the Jews in 1 Thessalonians 2 is mod-
erated by the fact that he himself was Jewish. At the same time, it did not concern 
purely an internal Jewish conflict; the Thessalonian situation was more complex, as 
newer research has shown. For example, Van Kooten argues that Christianity pro-
voked a reaction from both Judaism and Greek paganism. Pagans would have viewed 
the universalizing movement of Christianity as involving the requirement to neglect 
one’s ancestral customs and gods.18 The problem for Paul’s fellow Jews lay, to cite 
Goodman, “in the hostile reaction to the conversion of gentiles to Christianity to be 
expected from unconverted gentiles, in particular the civic and Roman authorities, 
and the possibility that, because Paul portrayed himself as a Jew, they as Jews might 
be blamed for his behaviour.”19 Moreover, there was yet a third group in the game, 
according to the book of Acts: the God-fearing Greeks who had come to faith in 
Jesus (Acts 17:4), who had to resist the temptation to return to the synagogue. This 
was reason enough for Paul and his co-authors to warn the Thessalonian church.

d’après 1 Thessaloniciens 2,13-16,” Revue Biblique 104, no. 4 (1997): 572–91.
15  Willi Marxsen, Der erste Brief an die Thessalonicher (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1979), 48–9; cf. 

J. Coppens, “Une diatribe antijuive dans I Thess. II, 13-16,” Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses 51 
(1975): 90–95.

16  Carol J. Schlueter, Filling up the Measure. Polemical Hyperbole in 1 Thessalonians 2.14-16 (Sheffield: 
JSOT Press, 1994).

17  Peter Wick, “Ist I Thess 2,13-16 antijüdisch? Der rhetorische Gesamtzusammenhang des Briefes als 
Interpretationshilfe für eine einzelne Perikope,” Theologische Zeitschrift 50, no. 1 (1994): 9–23.

18  George H. van Kooten, “Broadening the New Perspective on Paul: Paul and the Ethnographi-
cal Debate of His Time-The Criticism of Jewish and Pagan Ancestral Customs (1 Thess 2:13-16),” 
in Abraham, the Nations, and the Hagarites: Jewish, Christian, and Islamic Perspectives on Kinship 
with Abraham, eds. Martin Goodman, George H. van Kooten and Jacques T. A. G. M. van Ruiten 
(Leiden: Brill, 2010), 343.

19  Martin Goodman, “The Persecution of Paul by Diaspora Jews,” in Judaism in the Roman World: 
Collected Essays, ed. Martin Goodman (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 150.
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In regard to Paul’s inconsistency in general, one must take into account that his 
epistles have a pastoral approach. The apostle is a pastor to the Thessalonians, pro-
viding encouragement.20 In that context, Paul makes a comparison that allows his 
readers to identify with others in a similar situation. As the Thessalonians had expe-
rienced trouble from their own fellow citizens, so also the congregations in Israel had 
been bothered by their own countrymen. Paul, Silvanus and Timothy had shared in 
these troubles, which in turn connected them to the Thessalonians. The situation was 
quite different when Paul wrote his letter to the (predominantly) gentile Christians 
in Rome. They were not permitted to raise themselves above the Jews, because God 
had not rejected his people Israel.21 An interpolation hypothesis is therefore not nec-
essary, including on theological grounds.

1.3. The judgment on the Jews
Pearson argues that this passage cannot come from Paul himself because the judg-
ment on the Jews announced in verse 16b refers to the conquest of Jerusalem by 
the Romans in the year 70, accompanied by the destruction of the temple. Paul 
could not possibly have foreseen these events twenty years earlier, when he wrote 
1 Thessalonians.22 The permanent absence of a central place of worship was indeed 
a particularly devastating blow for all Jews, wherever they were in the world. But if 
Paul and his co-authors had the destruction of the temple in mind with respect to the 
execution of God’s judgment, then this would concern a prophetic pronouncement 
in which the future is brought forward, as it were.

The divine judgment can also be connected to a historical event that does fall 
within the horizon of the authors and readers: the edict of Emperor Claudius. In 
the ninth year of his government (49 CE), he drove Jews and particularly Jewish 
Christians from Rome. Commotion had arisen within the Jewish community there, 
probably concerning the recognition of Jesus as the Messiah of Israel. Claudius con-
sidered this a threat to the peace in the capital of the Roman Empire and decid-
ed to expel all Jews. Thus Rome became prohibited for Jews. Paul had access to 
this personal information from Aquila and Priscilla, a Jewish-Christian couple who 
had recently arrived from Italy in Corinth (Acts 18:2-3).23 According to Bammel, 

20  T.E. van Spanje, Inconsistency in Paul? A Critique of the Work of Heikki Räisänen (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1999), 173–76.

21  In this context, Paul mentions ‘vessels of wrath are vessels that have been prepared for destruction’ 
(Rom. 9:22).

22  Pearson, 1 Thessalonians 2:13-16.
23  See Mary E. Smallwood, The Jews under Roman Rule, (Leiden: Brill, 1976), 210–16; Leonard V. Rut-

gers, “Roman Policy toward the Jews  from the City of Rome during the First Century C.E.,” in Judaism 
and Christianity in First-Century Rome, eds. Karl P. Donfried and Peter Richardson (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1998), 93-116.; Rainer Riesner, Die Frühzeit des Apostels Paulus (Tübingen: Mohr, 1994), 
139–80; Helga Botermann, Das Judenedikt des Kaisers Claudius (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 
1996); John Granger Cook, Roman Attitudes Toward the Christians (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010), 
11–28.
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Claudius’ measure had brought about an intensification of apocalyptic feeling.24 All 
this happened only about a year before 1 Thessalonians was written. But why would 
Jews from Rome be struck by God’s punishment, while in this letter Jews from Judea 
and Thessalonica are held responsible for the obstruction of the gospel?

Might it be admitted, then, that we do not know exactly what judgment Paul 
was referring to?25 In any event, most exegetes are not convinced that a specific 
occasion can be designated. Malherbe says: “Interpretations which see a reference 
to a historical event or combination of events run into trouble with the finality of 
Paul’s statement.”26

Some have suggested a spiritual interpretation: the judgment would exist in a 
form of being blinded, where God himself eventually draws the consequence from 
Jewish unbelief.27 In that case, the intention would be God’s wrath being expressed in 
human obstinacy (cf. Rom. 1:18). But is divine revenge not aimed at repentance and 
conversion? Although the tension in Romans 9-11 may be somewhat relieved in this 
way, this interpretation is not the most obvious option in a textual sense.28 Elsewhere 
in the letter, ‘the wrath’ is related to the Final Judgment (1 Thess. 1:9b-10; cf. 5:9). 
Moreover, a temporal marker has been added: ‘to the end’ (εἰς τέλος), which implies 
more than just a judgment in the present.

For this reason, one usually prefers the eschatological concept of ‘wrath’, an ex-
egesis which indeed has strong credentials (see 2.3.). It is very possible that the dis-
persion of Jews (particularly of Jewish Christians from Rome stipulated by Emperor 
Claudius) encouraged eschatological expectations, not only among the Thessaloni-
ans, but also with Paul: ‘what more is hanging over our heads?’ In this case these 
threatening words would be standing in a broader framework. No form of resistance 
whatsoever against the Word will remain unpunished on the judgment day. Only by 
faith in Jesus Christ is there salvation for people.29

24  Ernst Bammel, “Judenverfolgung und Naherwartung,” Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche 56, no. 3 
(1959): 294–315.

25  Gordon D. Fee, The First and Second Letters to the Thessalonians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 
102.

26  Abraham J. Malherbe, The Letters to the Thessalonians (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 178.
27  Béda Rigaux, Saint Paul: Les Épîtres aux Thessaloniciens (Paris: Gabalda, 1956), 454–55.; Jakob van 

Bruggen, Paul: Pioneer for Israel’s Messiah (Phillipsburg: P & R Publishing, 2005), 257–59.; Andy 
Johnson, 1 and 2 Thessalonians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), 79–80.

28  Broer, Der ganze Zorn ist schon über sie gekommen.
29  Perhaps Paul has, in his description of the judgment, processed traditional prophetic material concern-

ing the Jews, for example from Jesus’ eschatological discourse – J. B. Orchard, “Thessalonians and the 
Synoptic Gospels,” Biblica 19, no. 1 (1938): 19–42.; R. “The Pre-Synoptic Tradition in 1 Thessalonians 
II 13-16,” Novum Testamentum 8, no. 2–4 (1966): 223–34.; David Wenham, “Paul and the Synoptic 
Apocalypse,” in Gospel Perspectives: Studies of History and Tradition in the Four Gospels, Volume II, eds. R. 
T. France and David Wenham (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1981), 345-75. Exploring this suggestion, some 
have defended the idea that Paul was following an apocalyptic scenario, so that the apostle was ahead of 
his time in Christian anti-Judaism (Karl P. Donfried, “Paul and Judaism. I Thessalonians 2:13-16 as a 
Test Case,” Interpretation 38, no. 3 (1984): 242–53.; John C. Hurd, “Paul ahead of His Time: 1 Thess. 
2:13-16,” in Anti-Judaism in Early Christianity: Volume I: Paul and the Gospels, eds. Peter Richardson and 
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We may conclude that the pronouncement of judgment from verse 16b, too, 
can be understood without an interpolation hypothesis. The authenticity of 1 Thes-
salonians 2:14-16 will for this reason form the exegetic departure point for part 2 of 
this contribution.

Part 2: Cursory exegesis
2.1. Oppressed believers (verse 14)

Verse 14 refers to ‘God’s churches in Judea, which are in Christ Jesus.’ The Thessa-
lonians did not yet see the Greek term ἐκκλησία (‘meeting’) as a fixed expression 
for their congregation. They would have thought primarily of public meetings, in 
which the citizens took democratic decisions. But in Thessalonica, the capital of 
Macedonia, a different sort of meeting had been convened: a meeting in unity with 
God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (1 Thess. 1:1b). According to Acts 17, Paul 
and Silvanus had acted there as heralds of the God of Israel and his Son. Meanwhile, 
a network of such Christian congregations had formed throughout Macedonia and 
Achaia, marked by faith: ‘God’s churches’ (2 Thess. 1:4).

Paul addresses his converts in Thessalonica as ἀδελφοί (‘brothers’) fourteen times, 
the highest incidence of the term in all of his epistles.30 In this way, he wants to bind 
the Thessalonian believers together as a family community. Sometimes Paul uses in his 
epistles the present participle οἱ πιστεύοντες (with the article and without an object) 
to describe Christians as ‘the believing ones.’ By doing so, he highlights that faith is 
an enduring condition. In 1 Thessalonians, we find the phrase three times (1:7; 2:10; 
2:13), of which one is in the verse immediately preceding our pericope. It is picked up 
by ἀδελφοί in verse 14. Commentators, including myself, have paid little attention to 
this phrase. Trebilco, arguing that οἱ πιστεύοντες has become a technical term, labels 
it as insider language for self-designation. It was faith, he adds, that the Christians re-
garded as their distinguishing feature, defining their new identity.

Thus, we find Paul and his co-authors affixing a new identity to their readers, 
by calling them ‘the believing ones.’ This expression was so essential that it became 
a designation for the early Christian community in Thessalonica. The implication 
of positively stressing a new group identity to the Thessalonians is that it leads the 

David Granskou (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1986), 21–36.). Yet this last idea takes it 
a step too far. Paul polemicizes against the adversaries of the Christian congregations in his time, both 
in Thessalonica and in Israel. For older traditions, see Jon A. Weatherly, “Responsibility for the Death 
of Jesus in Paul: 1 Thessalonians 2.14-16,” in Jewish Responsibility for the Death of Jesus in Luke-Acts, ed. 
Jon A. Weatherly (Sheffield: Academic Press, 1994), 176–94.

30  Paul Trebilco, Self-designations and Group Identity in the New Testament (Cambridge: University 
Press, 2012), 28–29.; cf. Abraham J. Malherbe, “Ethics in Context: The Thessalonians and Their 
Neighbors,” in Sensitivity towards Outsiders: Exploring the Dynamic Relationship between Mission and 
Ethics in the New Testament and Early Christianity, eds. Jakobus Kok e.a. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2014), 193., who mistakenly speaks of thirteen times.
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authors to a negative assessment of those who do not share the identity and even 
oppress the other group (see below: 2.2.).31

Now, there appear to have been church meetings like this in Judea too. To Greek 
readers, Judea was a geographical indication of the whole country of Israel, which 
was under Roman government as the province of Judea (i.e. the Jewish country: Acts 
10:37). By Judea, Paul also means the country of Israel (Rom. 15:31; 2 Cor. 1:16; 
Gal. 1:22). Meanwhile, a network of congregations of messianic Jews existed at local 
levels, spread across the holy country. In Galatians 1:22 Paul therefore refers to ‘the 
churches of Judea that are in Christ’ (cf. Acts 11:29). All those local churches have 
originated from the one mother church in Jerusalem.32

Christian congregations in Israel often had a hard time. There was resistance 
from the side of the synagogue. Jewish Christianity had some fanatical opponents, 
of which Paul (rabbi Saul) had been one. He personally knew the situation from the 
other side. Thus, a conflict had arisen among the Jewish people, where messianic 
Jews had a hard time of it. On this point Paul and his co-authors draw a parallel be-
tween the Thessalonian church on the one hand and the Jewish Christian congrega-
tions in Israel on the other hand. That parallel is expressed in Greek respectively with 
καὶ ὑμεῖς and καὶ αὐτοὶ (‘and you - and they’). In both situations they were enduring 
suffering from their ‘own fellow countrymen’ (ὑπὸ τῶν ἰδίων συμφυλετῶν).

Other Christian congregations, such as that in Corinth, apparently had less to 
fear from their own compatriots. What people are meant by that exactly? With Judea 
one should obviously think of the Jewish people. Of the fellow countrymen in Thes-
salonica some want to think exclusively of Greeks, but ‘countrymen’ is here not so 
much an ethnic as a local designation.33 It concerns fellow-citizens. Now Thessalon-
ica had a mixed population, especially of Greek but also of Jewish origin. And it was 
those own fellow citizens who had turned against the Christian congregation, exactly 
like the messianic Jews in Israel were being opposed by their own compatriots. The 
suffering in Thessalonica and in Judea therefore bears resemblance; in both cases the 
same pattern can be discovered, namely that of suffering, caused by those with whom 
one was closely connected. Barclay rightly remarks: “[T]his paragraph… slides from 
the past Judean death of Jesus to the present Diaspora opposition to Paul”.34 

31  Trebilco, Self-designations, 74–75 and 79–80. 
32  Cf. my article: P. H. R. van Houwelingen, “Jerusalem, the Mother Church. The Development of the 

Apostolic Church from the Perspective of Jerusalem,” Sárospataki Füzetek 16, no. 3–4 (2012): 11–32.
33  Rigaux, Thessaloniciens, 443.; contra Ernst von Dobschütz, Die Thessalonicher-Briefe (KEK-3). Nach-

druck der Ausgabe von 1909. Mit einem Literaturverzeichnis von Otto Merk herausgegeben von Fer-
dinand Hahn (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1974), 109–10; Craig Steven de Vos, Church 
and Community Conflicts: The Relationships of the Thessalonian, Corinthian, and Philippian Churches 
with Their Wider Civic Communities (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999), 144–47.

34  John M. G. Barclay, Pauline Churches and Diaspora Jews (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 175.
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The rhetorical function of this resemblance is the consolation and encouragement of 
the readers in Thessalonica.35

Because the Thessalonians, according to Paul and co-authors, could mirror 
themselves in their given situation to the congregations in Israel, they can bear their 
suffering in solidarity with the whole Christian brotherhood in the world (cf. 1 Pet. 
5:9). A comparable experience of suffering promotes the consciousness of one’s own 
Christian identity, irrespective of one’s Jewish or non-Jewish origin. Whoever is be-
ing endangered by his own compatriots finds himself strengthened by a global com-
munity of fellow believers.

Concerning the situation in Israel, we can think of the bloody riots under the rule 
of Cumanus, who was procurator from 48 to 52 CE. According to Josephus, all kinds 
of armed conflicts then erupted, both between Jews and Romans and among Jewish 
groups themselves.36 Even for Paul it was not always safe in Judea (Rom. 15:31).37 

True, the riots accompanying Paul and Silvanus’ visit to Thessalonica were caused 
by the Jewish community, but with the help of some audacious Greek citizens,38 and 
by making a political accusation: “They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that 
there is another king, one called Jesus” (Acts 17:7; cf. Luke 23:2). Jews and Greeks 
together had disrupted the city.39

Thus, there is no antisemitism involved in verse 14. Most of the commotion 
in Thessalonica was probably initiated from within Jewish circles. The parallel in 
the text between Judea (only Jews) and Thessalonica (specifically Greeks but behind 
them also Jews) demonstrates that there were no racial motives. It regarded a reli-
gious issue, which had originated in and around the local synagogue (Acts 17:1-4). 

35  Ben Witherington III, 1 and 2 Thessalonians. A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 2006), 88., referring to a Homily of Chrysostom on 1 Thessalonians 3.

36  Jewish Antiquities 20, 105–136; The Jewish War 2, 223–246.
37  See further: B Reicke, “Judaeo-Christianity and the Jewish Establishment,” in Jesus and the Politics 

of his Day, eds. E. Bammel and C. F. D. Moule (Cambridge: University Press, 1984), 145–52.; and 
Markus Bockmuehl, “1 Thessalonians 2:14-16 and the Church in Jerusalem,” Tyndale Bulletin 5, 
no..1 (2001): 1–31.

38  See Ekaterini G. Tsalampouni, “The Jews and the Agoraioi of Thessaloniki (Acts 17:5),” http://www.
bibleinterp.com/articles/tsa368022.shtml. In almost all modern translations of the text the word 
ἀγοραῖος has a morally negative meaning. For example, the current modern Greek translation of the 
Greek Bible Society renders it as “some vile persons that frequented in the market”. In Acts 19:38, 
however, the word has a legal connotation. According to the ancient sources, the ἀγοραῖοι could be 
the professional lawyers that frequented the markets and should be distinguished from the orators of 
the forum. In that case, the πονηροὶ ἄνδρες are only a part of the more general group of ἀγοραῖοι.

39  Malherbe, Thessalonians, 175. The word συμφυλέτης (‘of the same tribe or race’) is rare in Greek. 
Christoph Vom Brocke (Thessaloniki: Stadt des Kassander und Gemeinde des Paulus (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2001), 152–66.) seeks a specific explanation in the fact that the people of Thessalonica were 
subdivided into different φυλαὶ (‘tribes’), of which four names are known from inscriptions: Asklepi-
as, Antigonis, Dionysias, Gnaias. The Thessalonian Christians from would then have been pressured 
by members of their own φυλή. However, only persons in possession of the local civil rights belonged 
to these, which is not plausible for the whole Jewish population. Moreover, such riots can hardly be 
restricted to a specific demographic group.
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2.2. Jewish resistance (verses 15-16a)
That Jews were being oppressed by Jews is, according to Paul and his co-authors, a 
familiar pattern. Not that they want to put everyone in the same box, for the three 
of them themselves belonged to the Jewish people. They do not refer to Judaism in 
general, but they mean those from the people of Israel who obstruct or thwart the 
gospel.40 However, this behaviour is positioned in a longer tradition of resistance. 

The so-called ‘antisemitic comma’, placed between verses 14 and 15 in the Greek 
editions, can best be treated as the beginning of a restrictive clause, denoting a par-
ticular group of Jews, like ‘the Jews who lived in Damascus’ (Acts 9:22; cf. 16:3).41 
Fee says of the grammatical construction:

The problem for the English reader, it should be noted, is that there is no relative 
pronoun in the Greek text; rather, what follows ‘the Jews’ is a participial construc-
tion, where the definite article preceding the participle (lit. =the also killing Jesus 
ones) functions like a relative pronoun in English. It must further be noted that this 
particular grammatical construction is rarely, if ever, non-restrictive in Paul’s epistles. 
In fact, up to this point in the present epistle there have been six such modifiers, and 
in each case they are restrictive.42

Yet, the choice of whether to place a punctuation mark is an interpretative decision. 
Even with a non-restrictive reading of ‘the Jews’, verse 15-16a is not ipso facto anti-
semitic.43 It does not concern Judaism as such, but religiously motivated resistance 
resulting in Paul and Silvanus being thwarted in their mission among non-Jews.

Five points in the text can be distinguished:44

1. They have killed both the Lord, in the person of Jesus, and their prophets
2. They have driven us out
3. They do not please God
4. and go against all people
5. They prevent us from speaking to the gentiles so that they may be saved

40  Rydelnik proposes interpreting ‘the Jews’ in a narrow sense: “the Jewish leaders and their followers but 
not the Jewish people in general” (Michael A. Ryndelnik, “Was Paul Anti-Semitic? Revisiting 1 Thessa-
lonians 2:14-16,” Bibliotheca Sacra 165 (2008): 63.), but this interpretation seems to overstate the case.

41  See Tjitze Baarda, ““Maar de toorn is over hen gekomen...” (1 Thess. 2:16c),” in Paulus en de andere 
joden. Exegetische bijdragen en discussie, eds. T. Baarda e.a. (Delft: Meinema, 1984), 40–41.; Frank 
D. Gilliard, “The Problem of the Antisemitic Comma between 1 Thessalonians 2,14 and 15,” New 
Testament Studies 35, no 4. (1989): 481–502.; and Christian B. Amphoux, “1 Th 2:14-16: Quel Juifs 
sont-ils mis en cause par Paul?,” Filología neotestamentaria 16 (2003): 85–101.

42  Fee, Thessalonians, 95., referring to 1:7,10; 2:4,10,12,14. While the next instance (4:5) is more am-
biguous, it is followed by a clear restrictive modifier (4:8). See also 4:15,17.

43  Contra Eduard Verhoef, “Die Bedeutung des Artikels τῶν in 1 Thess 2,15,” Biblische Notizen 80 
(1995): 41–46.

44  Légasse, Paul et les Juifs.
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1. In the history of the people of Israel it was well attested that they no longer 
wished to hear the word of the LORD. Men of God such as Elijah and Jeremiah 
complained that they alone had remained, since other prophets had suffered a vio-
lent death. On many occasions, the people of God were found to be unfaithful by 
silencing their own prophets. For this reason, Israel was punished with the Babylo-
nian exile. This judgment concerned the people as a whole, even though the word of 
the LORD was also received within Israel.

Here we touch on the motif of killing the prophets (2 Chron. 36:15-16; Matt. 
23:31-35; Luke 11:49-51). What prophet in Israel has remained unscathed? Even 
Jesus, the greatest prophet, suffered indignity, his words were ignored, and in the end 
he was killed. That is what the people did to him, who is the κύριος! Killing the Lord 
stands in first place, as the largest crime. For that ultimate prophet assassination, the 
Jews from Jerusalem were fully responsible (Acts 2:22-23; cf. 3:15; 4:10; 5:30-31).45

2. Paul and Silvanus have also become the victims of such hostile treatment in 
Thessalonica: ‘They drove us out.’ These words do not refer to persecutions in gener-
al. It concerns concretely the turbulent events in Thessalonica, of which the readers 
were aware. When Paul and Silvanus had been driven out of the Macedonian capital 
by the actions of their Jewish opponents, they had to be brought to safety at night 
(Acts 17:10). For that displacement, the Thessalonian Jews are responsible. Walton 
points out the parallel with the complaint Paul made later about the Jews in Asia: “I 
served the Lord with great humility and with tears and in the midst of severe testing 
by the plots of my Jewish opponents” (Acts 20:19).46

45  Gilliard (“Paul and the Killing of the Prophets in 1 Thess. 2:15,” Novum Testamentum 36, no. 3 
(1994): 259–70.), states that it is not about the Old Testament prophets here, but the Christian 
prophets. He thinks of people such as Stephen and the apostle James, the first martyrs because of 
their Christian testimony. They would then be named in one breath with their Lord: Jesus and his 
prophets. Fee (Thessalonians, 98.) refers to Matt. 23:34, where Jesus says he will send prophets to 
Jerusalem, of which some will be killed. But Stephen and James are nowhere labelled in the New Tes-
tament as prophets. This notion insufficiently takes into account the traditional Biblical motive for 
killing the prophets (cf. Steck, Israel und das gewaltsame Geschick der Propheten [Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener Verlag, 1967]). It concerns the usual treatment of God’s men by the people of Israel. 
The majority text therefore reads ‘their own prophets.’

     Kampling (“Eine auslegungsgeschichtliche Skizze zu 1 Thess 2,14-16,” in Begegnungen zwischen 
Christentum und Judentum in Antike und Mittelalter, eds. Dietrich-Alex Koch e.a. (Göttingen: Van-
denhoeck & Ruprecht, 1993), 183-213.) has described the history of the interpretation on this 
point. From his analysis it becomes clear that the church fathers actually invoked the motive for 
killing the prophets. The Jews were considered, from Christian perspective, to be those who had 
killed both the prophets sent by God and the promised Messiah of Israel. For this reason, they stand 
guilty before their own God.

46  Steve Walton, Leadership and Lifestyle. The Portrait of Paul in the Miletus Speech and 1 Thessalonians 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 165. Sometimes ἐκδιωξάντων is taken as a com-
plexive aorist, which summarizes all persecution suffered by those ambassadors of the Messiah. The 
rendering would then be as follows: ‘who have persecuted us to the utmost.’ But there are good 
arguments to translate the verb used as ‘drive off, dissipate, banish.’ With the aspect of the aorist the 
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3-4. Of such Jews it is now said that they are displeasing God (cf. 1 Thess. 2:4; 
4:1) and are opposing all people. In antiquity there was often degrading talk about 
Jews being a godless people and haters of men, who had no respect for the gods, and 
who isolated themselves from their compatriots.47 However, this accusation is not 
because they are Jews. Baarda has shown that Paul does not make a timeless state-
ment regarding the essence of Judaism, and that it was certainly not a sanctioning of 
the antisemitic sentiment of the pagan world. Paul’s terminology cannot be traced to 
existing formulations. His focus is not on the Jewish people as a whole, but on the 
behaviour of Jews ignoring the will of their own God.48

5. Another underlying argument is added: these Jews prevent Paul and his com-
panions speaking to the gentiles so that they may be saved. With point 5, points 3-4 
are explained.49

The progress of the apostolic mission from Israel to the gentiles is at stake. And 
this ‘going from Israel out to the gentiles’, was what Paul considered to be his spe-
cial charge, which had been endorsed by the authoritative apostles in Jerusalem 
(Gal. 1:15-16; 2:6-9). There must be room everywhere in the world for his message 
about God’s salvation. Among the Thessalonians this had taken place, for example, 
from the local synagogue, at the home of Jason, and in Paul’s own workshop (with 
λαλῆσαι it is meant: addressing people, in all sorts of ways, with the gospel (1 Thess. 
1:8; 2:2,4)).

Whoever wilfully obstructs or thwarts this mission, impedes the proclamation of 
the gospel, which all people need. That does not serve the God of Israel, and human-
ity is deprived of salvation, non-Jews in particular.

Pleasing God is the aim of all proclamation of the Word (1 Thess. 2:4; 4:1). 
Whoever obstructs this proclamation, displeases God. His gospel must be spread in 
order for people to be saved (cf. 2 Thess. 2:10). And that also applies to the gentiles. 
Was it not for this reason, among others, that the three missionaries crossed over to 

forced departure of Paul and Silvanus from Thessalonica is then brought to memory. The first argu-
ment is of a lexical nature. Although the meaning ‘persecute’ occurs incidentally, the verb ἐκδιώκειν 
is used regularly in the Septuagint for driving off an enemy (Deut. 6:19; 1 Chron. 8:13; 12:15; Joel 
2:20). The second argument is contextually determined. From the direct continuation of the text 
it becomes clear how Paul and his companions felt themselves deprived of their children (1 Thess. 
2:17a). By their dispersion the work in the Macedonian capital had been prematurely disrupted and 
a separation from the Christian congregation had been forced.

47  J.N Sevenster, The Roots of Pagan Anti-semitism in the Ancient World (Leiden: Brill, 1975); Van 
Kooten’s Broadening the New Perspective provides a helpful collection and analysis of the preserved 
Hellenistic charges of Jewish misanthropy.

48  Baarda, “Maar de toorn is over hen gekomen...,” 56–60. No less cutting edge but also not antisemitic 
is the judgement of Josephus concerning the two successors of the pious king Josia. The first, Jehoa-
haz, ‘was of an impious and corrupt nature.’ The second, Joachim, ‘was neither reverent toward God 
nor kind to man’ (Jewish Antiquities 10, 81–83).

49  Charles A. Wanamaker, The Epistle to the Thessalonians: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 115.
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Macedonia, following instructions from heaven? People who oppose the Christian 
mission obstruct the salvation of their fellow humans. There are two interconnected 
motives here, that lay a firm foundation under all missionary efforts: the vocation 
to please God and to love our fellow men. Respect for God and love for neighbour 
belong together. 

2.3. The wrath of God (verse 16b)
The Jews’ resistance does not remain without consequences. They are, according to 
Paul and his co-authors, heaping up their sins to the full measure (for this theme, see 
e.g. Gen. 15:16; 2 Macc. 6:12-17). That measure must be filled before God executes 
his judgment. God is depicted as being very patient as well (1 Petr. 3:20; 2 Petr. 3:9), 
but his patience is not unlimited. Much has already taken place: prophets assassinat-
ed, Jesus crucified, apostles obstructed, messianic Jews banned from the synagogue, 
Christians in general persecuted. A long list of indiscretions, which manifest them-
selves continually (πάντοτε), as is demonstrated by the history of Israel. But still the 
measure of their sins is not completely full.

Jesus had given a similar warning, also within the context of the persecution of 
the prophets (Mat. 23:32). Nobody will escape their punishment. That applies to all 
Jews who oppose God. The last drop will also cause the bucket of their sins to over-
flow. Paul uses this warning in response to the opposition that he had experienced 
in Thessalonica, but afterwards also in Berea (Acts 17:13) and perhaps in Corinth 
(Acts 18:6a,12).

At the conclusion of the second thanksgiving we read a cryptic sentence: ‘The 
wrath of God has come upon them to the end.’50 Note the contrasting parallel with 
the conclusion of the first thanksgiving: ‘Jesus, who rescues us from the coming 
wrath’, a notion that belonged to the basic apostolic teaching (1 Thess. 1:9b-10; cf. 
5:9-10). Next to the eschatological wrath there is also the eschatological salvation. 
This parallel, concerning the divine exercise of revenge (ὀργὴ) on the whole of hu-
manity, by now indicates that the explanation must be sought in an eschatological 
direction. God’s revenge will be fully executed on Judgment Day. All sinners will be 
struck by this. The insubordinate Jews, too, will be confronted by that judgment. It 
has already approached them (ἔφθασεν ἐπ’ αὐτοὺς: cf. Matt. 12:28; Luke 11:20), 
like a threatening storm cloud approaching in order to burst irrevocably at a particu-
lar moment. There is no escape. The only other place in this letter where the same 
verb occurs, has an unmistakable eschatological context (1 Thess. 4:15). Then the 
aorist employed has a futural aspect here, because God’s ruling is fixed and the sen-

50  A remarkable parallel can be found in the Testament of Levi 6:11, where almost exactly the same ex-
pression is used concerning God’s wrath, which will strike the inhabitants of Shechem through Sime-
on and Levi (cf. Gen. 34): ‘The Lord’s wrath has come upon them finally.’ Possibly this is a Christian 
interpolation, derived from 1 Thessalonians, which has been processed in the Testament of Levi. See 
Jeffrey S. Lamp, “Is Paul Anti-Jewish? Testament of Levi 6 in the Interpretation of 1 Thessalonians 
2:13-16,” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 65, no. 365 (2003): 408–27.
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tence will be executed irrevocably in the future.51 He will execute the eschatological 
judgment, which is still due, and settle the score with all his antagonists.52 

It has to be kept in mind, though, that not all Jews will be met by God’s judg-
ment, but only those who continue to obstruct the apostolic proclamation. A re-
jection of the Jewish people as a whole is not under discussion in verse 16b. Verse 
16a speaks of ‘saved’. That is what it is about in the end: because God wants to save 
people from the eschatological wrath, Jews as well as non-Jews, he sent Paul and his 
companions to the gentiles. Whoever does not himself wish to be saved and, moreo-
ver, tries to prevent others from being saved, will not escape God’s wrath. 

‘To the end’ (εἰς τέλος), then, means ‘until the end of times’.53 Comparable 
expressions can be found in 1 Corinthians 1:8 (ἕως τέλους), Hebrews 3:14 (μέχρι 
τέλους), and Revelation 2:26 (ἄχρι τέλους), where the eschatological tone is evi-
dent. The final judgment will be much more severe than God’s past punishments for 
his people Israel. As long as the Jews persist in their resistance against the proclama-
tion of the gospel, God’s wrath piles up high upon their heads. Entirely unprepared, 
they are heading towards disaster at the end of the world (cf. John 3:36). Who shall 
protect them then? But those who prepare themselves in faith can repent and change 
their life, as happened with Paul by God’s grace. This also applies to the sinful atti-
tude discussed here, the persistent resistance against the ambassadors of the Messiah 
in Macedonia. Divine revenge is not an inevitable doom scenario. Belief in God’s 
Son will save these defiant Jews, as well as the congregation in Thessalonica, from the 
coming wrath.

51  The futuristic (sometimes called proleptic) aorist is used to describe a future evevnt, emphasizing the 
certainty of the action. An event that has not taken place yet is seen as already completed. See B.M. 
Fanning, Verbal Aspect in New Testament Greek (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1990,) 273–74; Malherbe, 
Thessalonians, 171 and 177–79.

52  In 2 Thessalonians 1:7b-10 the coming judgment at the coming of the Lord is described. Then the 
score will be settled with those who do not acknowledge God (the first category: non-Jews) and with 
those who did not obey the gospel of Jesus the Messiah (the second category: Jews). 

53  Baarda discusses the different translation possibilities for the expression εἰς τέλος (“Maar de toorn is 
over hen gekomen...”, 55-56). He distinguishes two main directions: modal and temporal. A modal 
translation is ‘completely’ or ‘fully’, where the emphasis comes to lie on the full weight of God’s wrath 
(cf. 2 Chron. 12:2). But a temporal translation is more likely, taking into account the πάντοτε used 
earlier. Within that temporal approach two alternatives exist: ‘finally’ or ‘until the end’ [respectively 
Ernest Best, A Commentary on the First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians (London: Adam and 
Charles Black, 1972), 121. and Wanamaker, Thessalonians, 118]. The latter possibility is supported 
by a prophetical pronouncement from the synoptic tradition: “who stands firm to the end will be 
saved” (Matt. 10:22; 24:13; Mark 13:13). Cf. my article: P. H. R. van Houwelingen, “The Great Re-
union. The Meaning and Significance of the “Word of the Lord” in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18,” Calvin 
Theological Journal 42 (2007): 308–24.
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Conclusion
1 Thessalonians 2:14-16 is not a case of antisemitism, if the so called ‘antisemitic 
comma’ between verses 14 and 15 is taken in a restrictive sense. But even in a broad-
er interpretation of ‘the Jews’, this passage is not directed towards Judaism as such. 
Religiously motivated opposition against the spreading of the gospel in Thessalonica 
is, in the light of the Old Testament, defined as the resistance that God’s word has 
evoked throughout the ages in his own people as a collective – without denying that 
the gospel also found a sympathetic ear in Israel. In addition, non-Jews were consid-
ered among the ‘fellow countrymen’ who had impeded or thwarted the proclamation 
of the gospel. In any case, the resistance in Thessalonica stands diametrically opposed 
to the missionary drive of Paul and his companions, with respect for God and love 
for neighbour as the most important motive.

The intention of this passage as a whole is to reinforce the notion of group iden-
tity in the Thessalonian church, comprising people of Greek and of Jewish origin. By 
all the experiences of suffering from their fellow citizens, this still young community 
of believers is existentially connected with the longer-established Jewish-Christian 
congregations in the country of Israel, where the believers also suffered greatly from 
their own compatriots.

Being a Christian is, through the ages, defined by faith as an ongoing life orien-
tation. And ‘the believing ones’ are part of a worldwide community. It is an inclusive 
expression from the New Testament, suitable for both Jews and Gentiles in the first 
century and nowadays for all those who are committed to the gospel. On the oth-
er hand, persons that deliberately hinder the gospel (whoever they are) should be 
warned about the coming wrath, from which only Jesus saves.

Along these lines, in the church today can and should be preached on texts like this.



Teological students in the spring of 1939 in the School Park.


