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Series Preface

Commentaries have specific aims, and this series is no exception. De-
signed for pastors and teachers of the Bible, the Pillar commentaries seek
above all to make clear the text of Scripture as we have it. The scholars
writing these volumes interact with the most important informed con-
temporary debate, but avoid getting mired in undue technical detail.
Their ideal is a blend of rigorous exegesis and exposition, with an eye
alert both to biblical theology and the contemporary relevance of the Bi-
ble, without confusing the commentary and the sermon.

The rationale for this approach is that the vision of “objective schol-
arship” (a vain chimera) may actually be profane. God stands over
against us; we do not stand in judgment of him. When God speaks to us
through his Word, those who profess to know him must respond in an
appropriate way, and that is certainly different from a stance in which the
scholar projects an image of autonomous distance. Yet this is no surrepti-
tious appeal for uncontrolled subjectivity. The writers of this series aim
for an evenhanded openness to the text that is the best kind of “objectiv-
ity” of all.

If the text is God’s Word, it is appropriate that we respond with rev-
erence, a certain fear, a holy joy, a questing obedience. These values
should be reflected in the way Christians write. With these values in
place, the Pillar commentaries will be warmly welcomed not only by pas-
tors, teachers, and students, but by general readers as well.

! ! ! ! !

This commentary by Gene Green is a welcome addition to the series. In
addition to his technical competence, especially in helping us to under-
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stand the Greco-Roman background of Thessalonica and its bearing on
these letters, Dr. Green brings years of teaching experience to his writing,
both in Latin America and, more recently, at Wheaton College. The two
commentaries he has written in Spanish are highly regarded. Now read-
ers in the Anglo world, not least pastors and missionaries, will be grate-
ful for the clarity and vitality he brings to his exegesis and exposition.
The sanity and even-handedness that characterize his interpretation of
some of the most hotly disputed passages in the New Testament will be
recognized as one of the great strengths of the work.

D. A. CARSON
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Author’s Preface

The modern city of Thessaloniki, the second largest metropolitan center
in modern Greece, stands atop the ruins of the ancient city founded by
Cassander in the fourth century bc. When Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy
arrived there over three and a half centuries later, they entered a thriving
metropolis that was truly the “mother of Macedonia.” While archaeolo-
gists have unearthed numerous important finds from around that period,
recently including a structure that may be the temple of the imperial cult
referenced in numerous inscriptions, our understanding of the city re-
mains rather limited, at least in comparison to that of other ancient cities
such as Corinth, Athens, Ephesus, and Rome. Yet with the evidence that
has survived, we are able to piece together a coherent picture of the char-
acter of this provincial capital from inscriptions, archaeological excava-
tions, numismatic evidence, and textual references. Also available is a
wealth of information outlining the history of Macedonia, its conquest by
the Romans, and its role as a province within the empire. Moreover, stu-
dents of the classics have enriched our understanding of life within the
Mediterranean world during the first century, drawing on the multiplic-
ity of materials that have survived the millennia. We are far from igno-
rant of governmental and religious institutions and enjoy insight into the
structures of economics, the family, and other social institutions. Cultural
values and how they differed among people groups are all part of the
stock of material handed down to us.

This commentary on 1 and 2 Thessalonians is an attempt to read
these letters in the light of relevant materials from the city and world of
that era in order to help us better understand the impact of the gospel of
Christ on its first readers. Did the special relationship Thessalonica en-
joyed with Rome affect the way Christians in the city were handled? Did

xiii



the outward-looking character of the city as the metropolis of the prov-
ince influence the Christian mission that emanated from it? How do an-
cient views of death and comfort inform our reading of 1 Thessalonians
4.13-18? Does the institution of patronage (clientela) help clarify why cer-
tain individuals within the Thessalonian church refused to work? Was
scepticism about prophecy widespread in the first century, and did this
trend influence the church?

This commentary explores the relationship between the Thessa-
lonian correspondence and the canon of Scripture, but it also asks ques-
tions about how this book was read by first-century Macedonians and
Romans living side by side in this city situated along the Via Egnatia. I
recognize that this approach necessitates a lengthier than usual section
on the history and character of the city, but my hope, dear reader, is that
you will take the time to get to know the Thessalonians somewhat before
reading about the founding of the church in their city and the believers’
subsequent struggles to live out the Christian faith in that context. Read-
ing about the way the gospel impacted them in their context will, in the
end, hopefully move us toward a clearer picture of how the gospel is and
can be a potent force in our own lives and society at the beginning of the
twenty-first century.

This is a rich time for Thessalonian studies, as the bibliography in-
cluded here and the one published by Stanley Porter and Jeffrey Weima
(Brill) attest. I am sorry that the commentary by Abraham Malherbe
(Doubleday) came out after this work was finished. Any reader of his
previous essays on Thessalonians will recognize my debt to him. We also
are looking forward to the commentaries by Jeffrey Weima (Baker) and
Greg Beale (IVP) in the near future. Such riches cause us embarrassment.

A project of this type is never undertaken alone, despite the long
hours of solitary research. My initial investigation into the social setting
of Thessalonica and the Thessalonian letters was undertaken at Tyndale
House in Cambridge, England. Many thanks are due to Bruce Winter for
his warm encouragement and to David Instone-Brewer for his masterful
management of that library. The funding for the research, which also re-
sulted in a Spanish commentary on the letters,1 was made available
through the kindness of our many supporters while we were missionar-
ies with Latin America Mission as well as by The Combs Foundation, The
Endowment for Biblical Research, The First Fruit Foundation, and La
Iglesia Bíblica Zapote. I am also very grateful to my students of the
Seminario ESEPA in San José, Costa Rica, and at Wheaton College for
their insights into these letters and for their comments on the perspec-
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tives forwarded in this commentary. Thanks also go to Don Carson, my
friend and general editor, whose observations and criticisms have served
to improve this work. I am indebted as well to Milton Essenburg of Eerd-
mans for his careful editing, from which I and a great number of other
commentators have benefited over the last thirty years. Hearty thanks
also go to my assistants, Sydney Westrate and Jordana Ashman, for help-
ing prepare the first draft of the bibliography and reading and proofing
the entire manuscript respectively. Thanks be to God for each of these
people!

Finally, I thank my wife, Deborah, and my daughters, Gillian and
Christiana, for their encouragement and the way they patiently packed
their suitcases one more time so I could complete this project. These three
women are the joy of my life, and I will be grateful to God for them
throughout eternity. To them this book is lovingly dedicated.

Gene L. Green
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Introduction

I. RIVERS, ROADS, ROLLING
MOUNTAINS, AND THE SEA:
GEOGRAPHY AND TRAVEL THROUGH
MACEDONIA AND THESSALONICA

After arriving at the port city of Alexandrian Troas on the western coast
of the province of Asia, the apostle Paul saw a night vision. A “Macedo-
nian man” was summoning him, saying, “Come over to Macedonia and
help us” (Acts 16.9). While the narrative does not indicate how the man
was dressed, we may well suppose that this Macedonian wore the tradi-
tional garb of the inhabitants of the region. Antipater of Thessalonica, an
early first-century epigramist from the capital of the Roman province of
Macedonia, spoke of the Macedonians’ “broad-brimmed hat, from olden
times the Macedonian’s comfortable gear, shelter in snow-storm and hel-
met in war.”1 Who were the people who wore the hat with the “felt-nap”?
Where did they live? What was their history? How did the gospel come
to these Macedonians? Paul, along with his companions Silas (also
known as Silvanus), Timothy, and Luke, crossed the Aegean to begin a
significant new stage in the expansion of the gospel. This Macedonian
mission must be understood in the setting of Macedonian history, cul-
ture, and geography.

“The history of a people is inseparable from the region it inhabits.”2

In order to appreciate the importance of the city of Thessalonica in the
Roman Empire and its strategic role in the advance of the gospel we must
take into account the geographic location of the city as our first order of
business. Thessalonica is located on the eastern coast of Macedonia, the
land situated between the Balkan mountain range and the Greek penin-
sula. Macedonia can also be defined as the region that is drained by two

1

1. A. S. F. Gow and D. L. Page, The Greek Anthology: The Garland of Philip and Some
Contemporary Epigrams (2 vols.; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 1.37.

2. Michel Sivignon, “The Geographical Setting of Macedonia,” in Macedonia: 4000
Years of Greek History and Civilization (ed. Michael B. Sakellariou; Athens: Ekdotike
Athenon S.A., 1983), 12.



great rivers, the Axius and the Haliacmon.3 The Roman province of Mac-
edonia was not delimited by the same boundaries as the region of Mace-
donia, just as the province of Galatia did not exactly correspond to the di-
mensions of the region of Galatia. According to the Roman geographer
Strabo, the province of Macedonia

is bounded, first, on the west, by the coastline of the Adrias [Adriatic
Sea]; secondly, on the east, by the meridian line which is parallel to this
coastline and runs through the outlets of the Hebrus River and through
the city of Cypsela; thirdly, on the north, by the imaginary straight line
which runs through the Bertiscus Mountain [Balkan Mountains], the
Scardus, the Orbelus, the Rhodope, and the Haemus; . . . and fourthly,
on the south, by the Egnatian Road, which runs from the city of
Dyrrhachium towards the east as far as Thessaloniceia. And thus the
shape of Macedonia is very nearly that of a parallelogram.4

When Cassander, the king of Macedonia, founded the city of Thes-
salonica in 316 bc, joining together twenty-six villages into one city, he
chose an ideal location at the head of the Thermaic Gulf where once
stood the ancient town of Therme.5 In the early fourth century bc when
Philip II, the father of Alexander the Great, was the king of Macedonia,
his ancient capital city of Pella enjoyed free access to the Aegean via the
Loudias River. According to Strabo, the Loudias was “navigable inland
to Pella.”6 But the city was surrounded by a swamp,7 and the river was
silting up. By the late fourth century King Cassander needed a port city
that would serve all of Macedonia, and the location he chose enjoyed
deep anchorage as well as protection from the dangerous southeast
winds since it was located in the recesses of the gulf. The hills sur-
rounding the city afforded the harbor additional shelter from the strong
northerly winds that blew in from central Europe. The port city of Thes-
salonica gave the best access via the Mediterranean to the islands and
the cities of the Aegean and beyond to the great ports in Syria, Pales-
tine, and Egypt. Cicero mentions that while he resided in Thessalonica
he was advised of a plot against his life and so made preparations to
“cross over to Asia,” using one of the ships that would carry cargo to

2

INTRODUCTION

3. N. G. L. Hammond, A History of Macedonia (3 vols.; Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1972), 1.3.

4. Strabo 7, frag. 10.
5. Strabo 7, frags. 21, 24. See the discussion of the relationship between Therme

and Thessaloniki on p. 10.
6. Strabo 7, frag. 20. See also Livy 44.46. The Loudias River opened up into a large

lake, an area that is currently drained and dry.
7. Livy 44.46.6-7.



the east.8 The construction of docks during the Roman period greatly
accentuated the maritime advantage of the town.

The association of the city with the sea was reflected even in the re-
ligious life of the inhabitants. The Vardar Gate, through which passed
the great Via Egnatia, held a relief of the gods known as the Dioscuri, the
sons of Zeus who were worshiped as saviors from the dangers of the
sea. These are mentioned in Acts 28.11 by the names Castor and Pollux,
gods who were viewed as the protectors of the Alexandrian ship that
sailed under their names. Frequently, ancient mythology associates the
Dioscuri with the two deities known as the Cabiri, one of whom, the
Cabirus, became the titular deity of the city of Thessalonica.9 Philip of
Thessalonica wrote an epigram that remembered a person named
Lysistratus who “implored the spirits that rescue sailors, and they lulled
the savage sea.” “The spirits” are most likely the Cabiri.10 Sea travel was
dangerous, as Acts 27 and Paul’s comment in 2 Corinthians 11.25-26
graphically illustrate: “Three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night
and a day in the open sea. . . . I have been in danger from rivers, . . . in
danger at sea.” Antipater of Thessalonica, who wrote epigrams in the
early part of the first century ad, records the words of a father to his
sons, “Approve not the grievous labour of the treacherous ocean or the
heavy toil of perilous seafaring. As a mother is more delightful than a
step-mother, by so much is the earth more desirable than the gray sea.”11

Another epigram warns, “Trust not the fatal sea, mariner, not even when
at anchor.”12

The location of Thessalonica also gave free access to the hinterland
of the city and beyond to the interior of Macedonia, standing as it did at
the intersection of the main east-west and north-south trade routes. This
ease of access oriented the city more toward the interior of the country
than the sea, contrary to the case of ancient Athens. Nicholas Hammond
comments that Thessalonica “had a catchment-area of trade which ex-
tended westwards to the Adriatic Sea, northwards to the Danube basin,
and eastwards into the interior of Thrace.”13 Thessalonica was located
near the southern point of the natural route along the Axius River that
ran from the Thermaic Gulf northward to the Danube River. Through the
Danube basin ran the northern east-west military road of the empire,
which stretched to Byzantium. Little is known from ancient sources of the
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north-south road that reached the Danube, but we do know that it ran
through Stobi, where a Jewish colony was located. If a group of travelers
from Thessalonica wanted to head south instead, they would follow the
Via Egnatia westward to a point just east of the ancient capital Pella and
would there turn south and pass through Berea (Acts 17.10), Aegae,
Dium, and Larissa on the way to cities of the province of Achaia. Ancient
itineraries lay out this route and an alternative between Berea and Dium
that passed through Alorus.14

Although access to the western part of Macedonia from Thes-
salonica was made difficult by the north-south orientation of the moun-
tains and valleys, the construction of the great military road,15 the Via
Egnatia, gave Thessalonica relatively easy all-weather access direct to
the Adriatic.16 Across this sea lay the southeastern terminus of the Via
Appia, the city of Brundisium in Italy. From there it was a fast march up
to the heart of the empire, the imperial city of Rome. The Via Egnatia
was, in effect, an extension of the Via Appia and so gave Rome quick
and easy access to her eastern provinces. This road was constructed be-
tween approximately 146 and 120 bc by the Roman proconsul of Mace-
donia, Cnaeus Egnatius,17 in order to consolidate Rome’s hold on Mace-
donia. The Via Egnatia began at the Adriatic costal city of Dyrrachium
(also called Epidamnus) with a lesser-used southern spur that began at
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Apollonia.18 It passed through Edessa, Pella, and Thessalonica19 and
went from there in a northeasterly direction all the way up to Byzan-
tium. An official messenger could traverse the route from Rome to By-
zantium in twenty-one days using the Vias Appia and Egnatia, a trip
that would take a normal traveler four to five weeks. The same journey
would last two to three months by boat and would be much more dan-
gerous, especially during winter.20 The Via Egnatia was ten to twelve
Roman feet wide but narrowed at times to only six feet. Near cities it
widened out to a full twenty feet.21 This highway was filled with pedes-
trians, horses, mules, and carts. When Cicero was exiled in Thessalonica,
he delayed his departure from the town, complaining about difficulty
traveling the Via Egnatia and other routes because of the great volume
of traffic.22

Travel on the road was not always safe. In the mid-first century bc
Cicero accused the Roman proconsul of Macedonia, one L. Calpurnius
Piso Caesoninus (57-55 bc), of not maintaining the security of the road
and of Thessalonica. He states that Macedonia “is now so harassed by the
barbarians, who are not allowed to rest in peace in consequence of the av-
arice of the late consul, that the people of Thessalonica, placed in the lap
as it were of our empire, are compelled to abandon their town and to for-
tify their citadel, that that military road of ours which reaches all through
Macedonia as far as the Hellespont is not only infested by the incursions
of the barbarians but is even studded with and divided among Thracian
encampments.”23 Upon arrival in Macedonia some one hundred years
later, Paul, Silas, Timothy, and Luke traveled this route from the port city
of Neapolis to Philippi (Acts 16.11-12), and when they (minus Luke) left
Philippi they traversed the road down through Amphipolis and
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Apollonia on their way to Thessalonica (Acts 17.1). The apostles found
themselves alongside Roman soldiers and officials, people involved in
trade, Roman colonists, religious heralds, philosophers, pilgrims, and
other travelers, all members of a society that had become extremely mo-
bile. The great success of Thessalonica was due in grand part to the union
of land and sea, road and port, which facilitated commerce between Mac-
edonia and the entire Roman Empire. No other place in all Macedonia of-
fered the strategic advantages of Thessalonica, a fact not lost on the
Christian heralds.

While the land and sea routes gave the city a central place in the ex-
pansive empire, the prosperity of the city was also drawn from the tre-
mendous natural resources that surrounded it. Thessalonica was situated
on the edge of the great central plain of Macedonia, which boasted fertile
soil and abundant rain and rivers. The climate was continental and not
Mediterranean, with hot summers and cold winters suitable for growing
grain and continental fruits but not crops such as olives and dates.24

Grazing land was abundant, and fish filled the nearby rivers, lakes, and
the Thermaic Gulf. The mountains around the city were forested, provid-
ing an abundant source of timber for the construction of houses and
boats. The surrounding region was also rich with mines of gold, silver,
copper, iron, and lead. Some of the measures the Romans used to break
the economy of Macedonia after the conquest of 168 bc were to close the
gold and silver mines, prohibit logging, and forbid cultivation of the
royal estates.25 Obviously, Roman rule was liberalized by the middle of
the first century ad, but the action of the Romans at the start of their he-
gemony over Macedonia illustrates the greatness of the economic advan-
tage of Thessalonica.

Thessalonica’s location as the best Aegean port along the Via
Egnatia gave the city its strategic importance for the empire. It is no sur-
prise to hear Livy say that the city was flourishing in his days or to hear
Strabo mention Thessalonica’s fame, saying that it had become the great-
est city in Macedonia.26 This city was a hub in the empire that would be-
come the center of the Christian mission in Macedonia. Paul and his com-
pany made straight for Thessalonica after the evangelization of Philippi
on the second missionary journey. They came down the Via Egnatia (Acts
17.1) alongside other travelers who were engaged in governmental af-
fairs, business, going to festivals and the games, or moving to spread
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philosophical and religious ideas. After the turmoil that their visit in
Thessalonica generated, they left the city by the same route, this time
heading west. Before reaching the city of Pella, they turned south on the
road to Berea (Acts 17.10), following the route indicated by the Roman
itineraries. The Jews from Thessalonica followed the same route and, due
to the uproar they provoked in Berea, Paul escaped to the sea, possibly
heading for either Alorus or Dium. From the coast he boarded a ship for
Athens (Acts 17.14-15). Later, during his third missionary journey, the
apostle and his companions found themselves in Ephesus, a port city of
the province of Asia, from which Paul sent Timothy and Erastus on ahead
to Macedonia (Acts 19.22). They may have sailed directly from Ephesus
to Thessalonica (an established trade route), or possibly they went north
to Alexandrian Troas and from there took a boat across to Neapolis as the
apostolic team had done during the second missionary journey (Acts
16.11-12). Soon afterward Paul himself set out for Macedonia, undoubt-
edly following the same route as his associates (Acts 20.1). The apostle
went about visiting the churches of Macedonia and then traveled the
route outlined in the itineraries down through Macedonia and Achaia
(Acts 20.2). He was going to set sail from Achaia (the Corinthian port
Cenchrea?) to Syria, but due to a plot against him he decided to return
through Macedonia via the same route he traversed to get there. Paul’s
journey took him through Thessalonica and then northeast to Philippi by
the Via Egnatia. He set sail from the port of Philippi, Neapolis, and ar-
rived at Troas (20.5-6).

Not only the apostles but also a number of the new converts from
Thessalonica were travelers. Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalo-
nica accompanied Paul on his journey to Syria and Jerusalem (Acts 20.4).
Luke mentions that Aristarchus had been with Paul during his ministry
in Ephesus (Acts 19.29). He also set sail with Paul from Caesarea when
the apostle was sent bound as a prisoner to Rome to make his appeal to
Nero (Acts 27.2). This brother became Paul’s “fellow prisoner” in the im-
perial city (Col. 4.10; Phlm. 24). Jason, one of the first converts of
Thessalonica and patron to the apostolic team in the city (Acts 17.6-9),
was with Paul at Corinth during his three-month stay in that city (Acts
20.1-3). From there he wrote the Letter to the Romans, which mentions Ja-
son (Rom. 16.21).27 In 1 Thessalonians 1.8 the apostles praise the evange-
listic efforts of the church by saying, “The Lord’s message rang out from
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you not only in Macedonia and Achaia — your faith in God has become
known everywhere.” Apparently in addition to Aristarchus, Secundus,
and Jason, other members of the Thessalonian church participated in the
evangelistic mission, using the roads and perhaps even the sea lanes to
make sure that the gospel arrived at cities and towns both near and far.
The apostles and other Christian travelers also brought the good news of
the stability of the Thessalonian church in the midst of persecution to the
ears of Christians throughout the provinces of Macedonia and Achaia
(1 Thess. 1.7). Moreover, the Thessalonian believers used the routes to the
interior of the province to bring aid, most likely financial, to the other
churches of Macedonia (1 Thess. 4.9; cf. 2 Cor. 8.1-2). The picture Acts and
the first letter to this congregation paint is one of a church that is mobile
and expansive, deeply engaged in the mission of the church in its various
aspects. This was the church of the metropolis of Macedonia.

II. A SUMMARY HISTORY OF MACEDONIA
AND THESSALONICA

The character of a people is inextricably bound with its collective history.
Any understanding of the Thessalonian reality at the time of the coming
of the gospel of Christ must therefore begin with unearthing the roots of
the Macedonians and laying open to view the history of the Thessalonian
people. The Thessalonians were sons and daughters of the greatest em-
pire ever known in human history, the Macedonian kingdom of Alexan-
der III, known as “The Great.” Before Alexander died, possibly by poi-
soning, on June 10, 323 bc, at the age of thirty-three, he had succeeded in
extending the Macedonian kingdom as far south as Egypt and as far east
as the Indus River in India. Alexander the Great was the son of Philip II,
the king of Macedonia who had conquered the Greek city-states and had
planned the invasion of the territories to the east occupied by the Per-
sians. Before Philip could accomplish his goal, he was assassinated in 335
bc and Alexander inherited his kingdom. Having been educated at the
feet of the Macedonian philosopher Aristotle and trained in the art of war
on the battlefield from a young age, Alexander led the Macedonian
troops in campaign after campaign through Asia Minor, Phoenicia, Pales-
tine, Egypt, Babylonia, and India. Alexander had perfected a type of pha-
lanx formation used by his father that employed a massive block of sol-
diers who each wielded a four-meter-long, iron-tipped pike called a
sarissa. Alexander positioned his cavalry to protect the flanks and rear of
the formation. Being convinced of his own divinity as the descendant of
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Heracles, Perseus, and Zeus, he marched his troops forward to multiple
victories and would have continued the expansion had death not van-
quished him. In the wake of Alexander’s conquests the ancient world be-
came subject to a process of Hellenization (the Macedonians themselves
were thoroughly Hellenized) that left profound and deep impressions on
the political, religious, and social life of the ancient world.

Alexander was a figure who provoked a great deal of reflection
among ancient authors, and he even figures in prophetic and apocryphal
literature (Dan. 2.39; 7.6; 8.5-8, 21; 11.3; and possibly Zech. 9.1-8; 1 Macc.
1.1-7; 6.2). Pliny the Elder wrote in his Naturalis Historia, “After comes
Macedonia, with 150 nations, and famous because of its two kings [Philip
and Alexander] and their former world empire.”1 Pliny penned these
words in ad 77, showing us that even during the era of Roman domina-
tion the Macedonians and others vividly remembered the heritage of Al-
exander. The imitatio Alexandri was a vision that caught more than one
ruler’s fancy, including not only his successors but also such notables in
Roman history as Pompey and the emperor Trajan. Antipater of Thessa-
lonica wrote epigrams during the first decades of the first century ad and
left two that shine the glorious light of Alexander on the Roman procon-
sul of Macedonia, Lucias Calpunius Piso:

A broad-brimmed hat, from olden times the Macedonian’s comfortable
gear, shelter in snow-storm and helmet in war, thirsting to drink your
sweat, valiant Piso, I come, an Emathian to Italian brows. Take me in
friendship; it may be that my felt-nap, which once routed the Persians,
will beneath you subdue the Thracians too.2

The epigram expresses the idea that as Alexander conquered the Persians
wearing the Macedonian hat, so now Piso, donning the same headgear,
would subdue the Thracians, who lived north of Macedonia. In another
epigram Piso is hailed as the one who metaphorically receives the sword
Alexander the Great had held in his hand.

Macedonia is the sword’s iron, and from Alexander’s hand it has learnt
what makes for valour. And now, Piso, I have reached your hand that I
yearn for, and these words I speak: “To my delight I have found the
destined hand.”3
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Even in the coinage of Macedonia the memory of Alexander lived on well
after his death. Following the first century ad, the federation of Macedo-
nian cities, the koinon, issued coinage with the idealized image of Alexan-
der with upturned look and flowing hair. For centuries after his death,
Alexander was remembered and hailed, especially within Macedonia.

After Alexander’s death there was no clear successor to his rule,
and the bureaucratic structures were not in place to assure a smooth tran-
sition of power. His vast kingdom was divided among his four Macedo-
nian generals, with Antipater receiving the former Macedonian kingdom
and Greece. When Antipater died in 319 bc, Cassander managed to wrest
the throne from his successor and to establish his connection with the
royal family by marrying Thessaloniki, the daughter of Philip II and half
sister of Alexander the Great.4 In 316 bc Cassander founded a new city
and named it in her honor — Thessalonica (Thessalonikeia). According to
Strabo, Cassander joined together the inhabitants of twenty-six towns,
and this new city became “the metropolis of what is now Macedonia.”5

The site chosen for the foundation of this new city was the town of
Therme, located at the head of the Thermaic Gulf.6

The years following the reign of Cassander were turbulent, and
Macedonia did not regain its internal stability until Philip V ascended to
the throne in 221 bc. Macedonia prospered under his rule, but during this
era his kingdom came into conflict with the rising power to the west —
Rome. Philip entered into a pact with Hannibal of Carthage in 215 bc, but
when Rome was advised of the accord between Macedonia and her arch-
enemy, Rome regarded Macedonia as among her enemies. The First Mac-
edonian War was fought between 214 and 205 bc and ended without sig-
nificant gains on either side. Rome and Macedonia established a peace
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accord that ended three brief years later with the beginning of the Second
Macedonian War in 200 bc. The conflict culminated with the Roman vic-
tory at the Battle of Cynoscephalae. This battle was a resounding defeat
for Macedonia and resulted not only in great loss of life but also in the
subjection of Macedonia to heavy tribute and the dissolution of Macedo-
nia’s authority over Greece. The Roman propaganda machine painted
Macedonia as the power that had enslaved the Greek world, and during
the Isthmian Games held near Corinth in the summer of 196 bc the Ro-
man Flamininus declared the liberation of the Greeks from Macedonian
hegemony. The announcement was met with rousing enthusiasm by the
Greeks. Plutarch recounts that when the crowd at the games were quieted
so that they could hear the proclamation of the herald, “a shout of joy
arose, so incredibly loud that it reached the sea. The whole audience rose
to their feet, and no heed was paid to the contending athletes, but all
were eager to spring forward and greet and hail the saviour and cham-
pion of Greece,” that being Titus Flamininus, the proconsular general.7
Yet the proclamation was hollow since the Romans had also destroyed
various Greek communities and had seized a considerable amount of
booty. The liberator Rome seemed to have been motivated more by ava-
rice than anything else.8

The Third Macedonian War was the most decisive in determining
the future of the Macedonian kingdom. The war began in 171 bc during
the reign of King Perseus, who had succeeded Philip V in 179 bc. Perseus
had renewed relationships with Greece and had entered into a pact with
the Seleucids in Asia, events the Romans followed with considerable in-
terest. The Roman senate denounced Perseus and in 172 published
charges against him at Delphi, among which was the accusation that
Perseus wanted war and was planning to enslave Greece once again un-
der Macedonian rule.9 In 171 the Romans decided to take action against
Perseus and declared war against him. Up to this time Rome had enjoyed
great success in conquering her other enemies, but Macedonia continued
to present a real and near threat. As the Roman historian Livy tells it,
“Only the kingdom of Macedonia remained, both near in situation, and
such that, when in any way its good fortune began to fail the Roman peo-
ple, it might seem able to inspire its kings with the spirit of their ances-
tors.”10 In a council held at Pella, King Perseus responded to the Roman
initiative, declared war against the Romans, and gathered an army so
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great that Livy compared it to that of Alexander.11 Though the Macedo-
nians expected the favor of the gods and Perseus himself offered one
hundred sacrifices to Minerva, the deity called the “Defender of the
Folk,” an eclipse of the moon presaged coming events. The Romans inter-
preted the wonder as a sign of the eclipse of a king. Commenting on the
omen, the Roman Polybius stated, “This, while it lent fresh courage to the
Romans, discouraged the Macedonians.”12

Despite the Macedonian military victory over the Romans in 169,13

the Romans wasted the Macedonians at the Battle of Pydna in 168 bc. The
Macedonian phalanx, which since the time of Philip II and Alexander III
had been used with such efficiency to defend and conquer, proved to be
ineffective against the Romans led by Aemilius Paulus. The Roman
troops managed to open a breach in the phalanx and entered between the
four-meter-long pikes (sarissa) with swords drawn to shed Macedonian
blood. Aemilius broke down the lateral protection of the phalanx by us-
ing elephants of war to spook the horses, a tactic the Romans learned
from their rival Hannibal. The Macedonian cavalry retreated. The posi-
tion of Perseus’s troops was weakened further by the uneven terrain,
which broke up the solid and unified formation of the phalanx. Paulus, a
seasoned soldier, “often confessed afterwards to certain persons in Rome
that he had never seen anything more terrible and dreadful than a Mace-
donian phalanx,”14 yet this powerful and effective instrument of war dis-
integrated at Pydna. The Macedonians fled the battle, while the Romans
pursued and attacked with great viciousness and cruelty. Between 20,000
and 25,000 Macedonians died at Pydna, and another 11,000 were taken
captive. Few soldiers escaped of the estimated 35,000 who had been as-
sembled by Perseus. The great city of Thessalonica bowed under the ad-
vance of the Roman army. Perseus himself fled the scene of the battle but
was eventually captured in the sacred isle of Samothrace where he
sought refuge. Polybius accuses Perseus of cowardice since he fled from
the beginning of the battle under the pretense of sacrificing to Heracles,
“a god who does not accept cowardly sacrifices from cowards, nor ac-
complish their unnatural prayers.”15 Thus the ancient monarchy and the
glorious Macedonian kingdom came to its end. Macedonia became a pro-
tectorate of Rome.

The Roman soldiers raped Macedonia, gathering together an im-
mense booty for Rome. So great was the take that Roman citizens were ex-
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empt from direct taxation for the next hundred years. In a glorious trium-
phal procession that lasted for days, the booty from Macedonia was
displayed to the city of Rome. At the very end of the procession came
Perseus in chains and Aemilius Paulus in his chariot.16 The memory of this
victory was etched indelibly in the minds of the Roman people. A centen-
nial-edition denarius minted in 62 bc shows the triumphant Paulus with a
victory trophy and the captive Perseus with his two sons. The Romans
took 150,000 Macedonian slaves, exiled many of the governors and ad-
ministrators of the vanquished kingdom, and broke the back of Macedo-
nia’s economic power so that the kingdom would never again become a
threat to Rome. Roman historians tell the story of the Macedonian defeat
over and again, a sure indication that this triumph was a deep well of im-
perial pride and a clear sign of Rome’s universal dominion.17 At the same
time, the conquest of the Macedonians became an object lesson to other
peoples concerning Rome’s power, a lesson not lost on the Jews (1 Macc.
8.5). The Romans interpreted the defeat of Macedonia as divine judgment
on the kingdom,18 but at the same time Rome proclaimed herself the great
liberator of the Macedonians. According to the current Roman perspec-
tive, liberty was incompatible with life under the rule of a king. Livy
states, “First of all it was voted that the Macedonians and Illyrians should
be given their independence, so that it should be clear to all nations that
the forces of the Roman People brought not slavery to free peoples, but on
the contrary, freedom to the enslaved.”19 The Roman senate gave Macedo-
nia freedom that, according to the Roman propaganda machine, “was as-
sured and lasting under the protection of the Roman People.”20

But the liberty Rome proclaimed for Macedonia was merely an ap-
pearance and not real, as evidenced by the conditions for “liberty” that
were instituted. Although Rome retired her troops from Macedonia and
allowed the Macedonians to govern themselves by their own laws and
elect their own magistrates, measures were instituted to assure the con-
tinued weakness of Macedonia. In addition to bringing an end to the
monarchy, the Romans prohibited the Macedonians from extracting gold
or silver from their mines and did not allow them to cultivate the great
estates that had been the source of so much of the kingdom’s wealth.
Moreover, Rome divided Macedonia into four districts, each with its own
legislature and magistrates, so that the Macedonian kingdom could not
be reunified under a central government. Trade between the districts was
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prohibited, and even marriage could not be contracted between people of
different districts. The Macedonians could no longer cut their forests for
shipbuilding. They were obliged to pay tribute to Rome, yet at only half
the rate they had previously paid to support their own monarchy. Mace-
donia was stripped of her imperial powers as all peoples subject to her
rule were granted their liberty. Livy commented that “their country
seemed as mangled as an animal disjointed into parts.” These measures
along with others demonstrated that Macedonia was free only to submit
to Rome.21

When Rome divided Macedonia into four districts (merides22),
Amphipolis was established as the capital of the first district (Acts 17.1),
Thessalonica of the second, Pella (the ancient capital of the kingdom) of
the third, and Pelagonia of the fourth.23 Livy dismisses the Macedonian
concerns about the division of the kingdom as uninformed whining, stat-
ing that each district was sufficient for its own needs. The first district was
the home of the Bisaltae, “men of great courage,” and enjoyed fertile
fields, rich mines, and the great, strategic city of Amphipolis. The second
district had the “flourishing cities” of Thessalonica and Cassandrea, fertile
lands to the southeast in Pellene, and excellent harbors for trade in the
Aegean. The third district was the home of the famous cities of Edessa,
Berea (Acts 17.10), and Pella, the “warlike race of the Vettii,” and large
populations of Gauls (who had aided Perseus) and Illyrians, both known
as “industrious farmers.” Livy notes that the fourth district was “as a
whole cold, difficult to cultivate, and harsh,” and it was the home of tribes
whose temperament was like the land and who in warfare were made
“fiercer by their barbarian neighbours.”24 While Livy argued that the divi-
sion of the kingdom highlighted her assets, the reality was that the Roman
occupation gravely impoverished and weakened the Macedonians.

The degraded existence the Romans imposed on the Macedonians
transformed the once powerful kingdom into a region awaiting rebellion.
In 149 bc one Andriscus, who bore a distinct resemblance to Perseus, the
last king of Macedonia, proclaimed himself to be the son of Perseus and
called himself by the great royal name of the father of Alexander III —
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Philip. Polybius sarcastically remarked, “Here is a Philip fallen from the
skies who appears in Macedonia.”25 According to Dio Cassius, Andriscus
managed to gather a band of revolutionaries to bring an end to the Ro-
man hegemony over Macedonia. Surprisingly, Andriscus did not receive
a complete welcome among the Macedonians at the start, but he did
manage to garner sufficient support from surrounding states. With this
power he invaded and occupied Macedonia and moved on to kill the Ro-
man praetor Publius Juventius and almost annihilate his entire army.
What support Andriscus did receive in Macedonia came from the lower
classes, who were more inclined to long for the monarchy rather than
those in power who had accommodated comfortably to the new Roman
reality.26 The support Andriscus received among the Macedonians
amazed Polybius, who commented on his supporters, “But while they
were defeated by the Romans in fighting for Demetrius and Perseus, yet
now fighting for a hateful man and displaying great valour in defense of
his throne, they worsted the Romans.”27 On the other side, Andriscus at-
tacked the wealthy Macedonians who did not support his claims.28 The
Romans dispatched a more formidable force under the command of
Quintus Caecilius Metellus and defeated the troops loyal to Andriscus.29

Andriscus fled but managed to raise up another army; this army, how-
ever, was also defeated by Metellus.30 Around the same time another
“son of Perseus” named Alexander arose making royal claims and, in an
attempt to rid Macedonia of the Romans, gathered troops in the region
around the Nestus River. But he, too, was defeated by Metellus. These
revolutionary movements, spurred on by the monarchal revivals, were
justification enough for Rome to establish stronger controls over Macedo-
nia. Rome decided to incorporate the former kingdom into the empire as
a province. The provincial era of Macedonia began in 148 bc.31 But the
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end of the kingdom did not completely extinguish the monarchal hopes
of some Macedonians. After 148 bc one more rebellion arose under the
leadership of a youth named Euphanes, who declared himself to be the
“king of the Macedonians.” Not a few followed after him, though it ap-
pears that many did so more in hopes of receiving the spoils of war than
for any more noble concerns. He was subdued by the Romans without
much ado.32 Once more after this another claimant to the throne arose
and gathered an army, only to be subdued by the Romans.33 The dream of
the monarchy was not easily shattered.

With the establishment of the province, Rome joined the kingdom
of Macedonia with the southern part of Illyria, an act that extended the
province as far west as the Adriatic Sea. This union between Macedonia
and Illyria did not abolish the cultural differences between the two peo-
ples any more than the Roman occupation of Macedonia erased the
unique culture of the Macedonians. Illyria was considered to be a region
within the province. When the apostle Paul declared to the Christians in
Rome that “from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum, I have fully
proclaimed the gospel of Christ” (Rom. 15.19), it is possible, if not likely,
that he was speaking of the occidental sector of the Macedonian province
where the Via Egnatia found its western terminus.34 In order to govern
this vast new province, in 146 bc Rome chose Thessalonica as the capital,
giving the city a position of great honor and power. The location of Mace-
donia as the land link between Rome and her provinces to the east in Asia
Minor and beyond gave the province and Thessalonica their strategic ad-
vantage in this new Roman order.

Somewhat surprisingly, during the first years of the new Roman era
a decidedly pro-Roman attitude arose in strategic Macedonian cities such
as Amphipolis and Thessalonica. In one inscription that comes from the
new capital, the Thessalonians honor Quintus Caecilius Metellus, the
very Roman praetor who had routed Andriscus, saying, “The city honors
Quintus Caecilius, son of Quintus Metellus, praetor of the Romans, her
savior and benefactor.”35 The Thessalonians viewed Metellus as their
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savior from the insurrection of Andriscus, clear evidence that Thessalo-
nica was one of the Macedonian cities that did not support but rather op-
posed the rebellion.36 The city’s sympathies were with Metellus, who
served as proconsul from 147 to 146 bc, and this support possibly re-
sulted in the exemption from paying tribute to Rome and the grant of
free-city status to Thessalonica.37 In 143 a citizen of Thessalonica honored
the Roman proconsul with a statue dedicated to Zeus. The attached in-
scription proclaimed, “Damon, son of Nicanor, Macedonian from
Thessalonica; for Quintus Caecilius son of Quintus Metellus, proconsul
of the Romans, to Zeus Olympios on account of his aret3 [virtue] and
goodwill which he continues to manifest to myself and to the home city
[Thessalonica] and the rest of the Macedonians and the other Greeks.”38

This honorific inscription highlights the fact that not all the Macedonians,
especially those with means who lived in Thessalonica, viewed the Ro-
man occupation as an unbearable yoke but rather enjoyed the fruits of
Roman benefaction. The inscription makes mention of the “goodwill”
(eunoias) of Metellus, which is not simply a description of his disposition
but of some type of benevolence or benefaction that Metellus granted to
Damon and other Macedonians.39 The benefits Metellus brought ex-
tended beyond arresting the rebellion of Andriscus. Pro-Roman attitudes
appear over and again in the inscriptions from Thessalonica, a city that
appears to have been particularly favored by the Romans. But we should
not assume that all those of the city were direct recipients of the Roman
benefaction. The ones who appear to have prospered the most came from
the higher social strata.40

During the following two centuries, Macedonia was integrated
completely into the life of the Roman Empire. Toward the middle of the
second century bc, the great Roman orator Cicero, who was exiled for al-
most half a year in Thessalonica, called the Macedonians allies of Rome
and affirmed that the province was loyal in its friendship with the Roman
people.41 This strong loyalty, which had developed so quickly, was in
part due to the conflicts with the barbarian tribes who lived in the north-
ern part of Macedonia. The protection of the province was one of the
chief responsibilities of the Roman governors.42 In battle after battle, the
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Roman soldiers managed to repel the barbarian incursions into the Mace-
donian territory. However, at times the Roman leadership was not equal
to the task. Cicero complained bitterly against Piso, the Roman proconsul
of Macedonia, accusing him of allowing the tribes to accost the Macedo-
nians, especially the city of Thessalonica.43 He had neglected a funda-
mental duty.

Macedonia and the city of Thessalonica played an important role
during the civil wars in Rome. At the time of the wars between Julius
Caesar and Pompey (49-48 bc) the capital of the Roman administration in
Macedonia, Thessalonica, became something of a “second Rome” be-
cause some two hundred senators along with many knights joined with
Pompey in the city. Their place of meeting was consecrated to give the
proceedings in the city an air of legitimacy.44 After the death of Caesar,
once again Macedonia became the battleground of the principals who
vied for the supreme power of Rome. Brutus and Cassius, who were re-
sponsible for the murder of Julius Caesar, received the support of Mace-
donia and Thessalonica at the outset. In fact, until the Battle of Philippi in
42 bc Brutus exercised sovereign power over the province. He minted
gold staters that bore the image of Alexander. But for reasons not ex-
plained in the ancient sources, Thessalonica withdrew her support from
Brutus, and, in turn, Brutus promised his troops the booty of the city if
they won the victory over the rivals to Roman power, Mark Antony and
Octavian (who later was to be named Augustus when he became em-
peror).45 Brutus and Cassius were defeated at the Battle of Philippi on Oc-
tober 12, 42, Thessalonica was saved from sacking, and from that date
forward until 31 bc Macedonia came under the jurisdiction of Antony.
The city of Thessalonica showered honors upon the victors, with special
honors to Antony, among which was the inauguration of a new era. “In
year ‘x’ of Antony” became the new way to date events.46

The accord between Antony and Octavian was not long lived. The
conflict between them escalated to a pinnacle at the Battle of Actium
where, on September 2, 31 bc, Octavian defeated Antony. In response,
Thessalonica gave Octavian the honors, and the city set about erasing the
honorific inscriptions that had been erected previously to Antony.47 Once
again a new era was proclaimed, but this time with reference to Octavian
and Actium.

Because of its support of Antony and then Octavian, Thessalonica
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was recognized as a free city (Thessalonice liberae condicionis).48 Free-city
status normally brought with it exemption from taxation, which was it-
self an honor of the highest category,49 along with the privilege of not
having Roman troops stationed within the city walls. Moreover, a free
city such as Thessalonica could govern itself according to traditional cus-
tom and was not obligated to submit to the Roman form of civic govern-
ment. In the case of Thessalonica, this implied a democratic form of gov-
ernment in which the citizens (d3moi) in assembly would have the highest
authority. The daily administration of the city was handled by a council
(boul3), and the officials of the city were called “politarchs.”50 Judicial au-
thority in Thessalonica was not in the hands of the Roman governor, as
Acts 17.5-9 demonstrates (cf. Acts 18.12-13). Two other cities in the prov-
ince, Amphipolis and Skotussa, enjoyed the status of civitas libera.51

In 27 bc Octavian, now the emperor Augustus, placed the province
of Macedonia under the control of the Roman senate since it was entirely
peaceful and posed no threat to the Roman order.52 But in ad 15 it was
turned into an imperial province, and the emperor Tiberius joined it with
Achaia to the south and Moesia to the north, making the three into one
extremely large province. Tiberius instituted this change at the petition of
Macedonia and Achaia, who argued that the tribute they were paying as
senatorial provinces was excessive.53 In ad 44, during the reign of Clau-
dius, this “super province” was broken up into its component parts once
again, and Macedonia was placed back under the authority of the Roman
senate.54

During the imperial era pro-Roman sentiments in Thessalonica
were evident. Macedonia had been incorporated into the empire without
the Macedonians losing their historic identity. As the inscriptions in
Thessalonica from this era indicate, the natural language of Macedonia,
Greek, continued to be used instead of Latin.55 Even though the memory
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of the monarchy lingered, there was no movement to throw off the Ro-
man yoke. Roman names were included with Greek names among the
lists of politarchs of the city and, as Papazoglou comments, “The paradox
of this situation is illustrated by the case of a Thessalonian who simulta-
neously is described as ‘Hellene and Philhellene’, and bears the tria
nomina of the Romans.”56 From the Roman perspective, Thessalonica was
situated at the heart of Roman power, as Cicero had observed. Loyal to
the Romans, the city enjoyed the benefits of the imperial government
without the burden of its presence. This relationship was the product of a
long historical evolution and left its mark on the political, economic, and
religious life of Thessalonica. The situation of Thessalonica gave the city
great prestige and presence in the province, so much so that Antipater of
Thessalonica could celebrate the defeat of Thrace under the leadership of
Lucias Calpurnius Piso, the proconsul of Macedonia, saying, “Thessalo-
nica, the mother of all Macedonia, has sent me to you, the bearer of the
spoils of Thrace.”57 As the metropolis of Macedonia, the city extended its
power in every direction. On the political as well as the economic and
commercial fronts, the city influenced the whole province. The implica-
tions of this position for the church in the city and its mission are deep
and wide, as we will see presently.

III. THE GOVERNMENT OF THESSALONICA

In Acts 17.5-9 Luke tells his readers that shortly after the arrival of the gos-
pel in Thessalonica the apostles and the newly formed Christian commu-
nity were drawn into conflict with the governing authorities in the city. We
are introduced to the “city officials” (politarchoi in vv. 6, 8) and the “assem-
bly of the people” (NIV note; d3mos in v. 5), who were up in arms because
of an accusation leveled against the apostolic team, Jason, and the Chris-
tian community. The chilling indictment was, “These men who have
caused trouble all over the world have now come here, and Jason has wel-
comed them into his house. They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying
that there is another king, one called Jesus” (vv. 6b-7). Due to this serious
charge, Jason and the others who had been taken were compelled to “post
bond” and were subsequently released (v. 9). Paul and the apostolic team
fled the city at night (v. 10). From the very beginning, the church in
Thessalonica was embroiled in conflict with the government of the city.
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Strabo the geographer stated that the city of Thessalonica “is the
metropolis (m3tropolis, or “mother city”) of what is now Macedonia,” and
so signified that it was the capital of the province. Although “metropolis”
was not used in the inscriptions of the first century to describe the city,
the ascription is found frequently from the second century onward when
the city acquired the status of being a “colony” of Rome.1 During the first
century Thessalonica was a “free city,” as is testified by both inscriptions
and coinage.2 As previously noted, free cities could govern themselves
according to their ancestral custom and were exempt from tribute to
Rome. Such communities could mint their own coins and educate their
young according to established custom. They were not obliged to garri-
son Roman troops within their walls. “Such honors were conventionally
granted only to people and cities which had displayed remarkable loy-
alty to the interests of the Roman people.”3 Thessalonica had aligned her-
self with the interests of Rome and had reaped the benefits. The auton-
omy and the financial freedom from Rome she enjoyed would have made
the citizens and officials jealous to guard her status. The intimation that
there was “another king” who challenged Caesar’s authority went down
hard in Thessalonica. The accusation echoes the Macedonians’ longing
for and the Romans’ fear of a revived monarchy.

The civil administration encountered in the Acts narrative is re-
flected in the inscriptions of the city. In Acts 17.6 and 8, Jason and the oth-
ers were dragged before the “city officials” or politarchs. This title ap-
pears in inscriptions from Thessalonica4 and other cities of Macedonia
but is unknown outside this region.5 Normally the city had between five
and six politarchs. According to Schuler, politarchs could be found in all
four districts of Macedonia but not in the Roman colonies such as
Philippi. The number of politarchs varied from city to city, though their
number was not consistent throughout the history of any one city.
Politarchs were recruited from the upper classes, and one person in the
college of politarchs was given the responsibility of presiding. A poli-
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tarch’s term of office was one year, but a person could serve in this capac-
ity more than once. Politarchs could hold other offices at the same time
(the inscriptions from Thessalonica refer to one politarch who served also
as the municipal high priest and another who was also a high priest). The
politarchs were the chief executive and administrative officials of the city,
and as such they had the power to convoke the assembly of citizens
(known in Thessalonica as the d3mos) and to put their seal on decrees and
assure that they were executed. They held a certain authority to grant citi-
zenship. Acts 17.5-9 gives clear evidence of their judicial powers.6 Edwin
Judge observes that in the Acts passage the politarchs and not the Roman
proconsul were those who took action to assure that the peace was main-
tained. Although they were given great latitude in their governmental
functions, “We must assume that in some respect the politarchs were
obliged to take cognisance of offences against the ‘decrees of Caesar.’”7

Protecting Roman interests fell to their lot as well.
The inscriptions from Thessalonica attest to the presence of a

council (boul3) and assembly of the citizens (d3mos).8 The council was
not the same as the college of politarchs, but the politarchs convoked
the council and presided over its meetings.9 In a number of inscriptions
the council and the assembly are mentioned together as joint authors of
a proclamation. The more common title for a Greek assembly (ekkl3sia)
is not found in the extant inscriptions until around the year ad 230.10

Although in most cities ekkl3sia refers to the assembly proper and d3mos
to the free citizens who make up that assembly, in Thessalonica d3mos
refers to both the citizenry and their official assembly. When in Acts
17.5 Luke speaks of the assembly of the Thessalonians citizens he em-
ploys the term d3mos in accordance with local usage. Among the other
governing officials in the city, the inscriptions speak of a treasurer of the
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city (tamias t3s pleZs),11 a magistrate of lesser rank who received taxes ac-
cording to the laws and decrees, paid the financial obligations of the
city, and maintained the accounts.12 The gymnasiarch (gymnasiarchos)13

was in charge of the gymnasium, the center for the physical training
and intellectual development of the citizens of the city.14 The ephebarch
(eph3barchos)15 functioned as the leader and trainer of the eph3boi, the
young men between fifteen and twenty-six years old.16 The architect of
the city,17 the administrator of the market (agoranomos)18 who regulated
the buying and selling in the markets, and the president of the games
(agZnothet3s)19 all appear in the inscriptions as well. This last official
handled the responsibility of contracting the musical artists and ath-
letes, judging the games along with his assistants, and providing hospi-
tality for the participants.20

Like any other city in the empire, Thessalonica was subject to the
Roman emperor, who at the time of the foundation of this church was
Claudius (ad 41-54). However, as we have already seen, during this pe-
riod Macedonia was a senatorial province and therefore under the direct
control of the Roman senate. Since Thessalonica was the capital of the
province, it was the home of various Roman officials whose names and ti-
tles appear in both the inscriptions and coinage of the city. The proconsul
(anthypatos)21 of Macedonia did not intervene in the problems occasioned
by the coming of the gospel to Thessalonica, despite the fact that he re-
sided in the town. The politarchs took action (Acts 17.5-9), in stark con-
trast to the way the proconsul of Achaia, Gallio (ad 50-51), stood to judge
the case of the Christians in the Roman colony of Corinth (Acts 18.12-17).
We also have evidence of a treasurer of the Romans (tamias RZmaiZn),22 an
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official in the senatorial provinces who was responsible to supervise the
financial affairs.23

Apart from the Roman administration and the governing officials of
this free city stood a provincial council (koinon makedonZn) whose admin-
istrative center was Berea.24 The members of this council were drawn
from the various cities of the province and served as a channel of commu-
nication between the upper classes and the emperor that bypassed the
provincial governor. In fact, the council could present complaints against
the proconsul if he engaged in bad administration. The Macedonian
koinon organized games in Berea at the time of the annual assembly
(Thessalonica also celebrated games and sought to assure that theirs sur-
passed those in Berea), and these events served to focus the national sen-
timents of the Macedonians. The council had the authority to mint coins,
minting some issues that celebrated the memory of Alexander III. On the
Roman side, the koinon promoted the imperial cult, and the leader of the
council also served as the high priest in the cult of Augustus.25

The political life of Thessalonica was characterized by the tension
between the freedom the city enjoyed and the source of that liberty,
their loyalty to Rome. Not only in civic honors but also in the civic cult,
Rome received the adulation of the city for the benefits its citizenry re-
ceived. As we have already observed, this loyalty became the axis
around which the conflict with the Christians revolved according to the
Acts narrative and became an even greater powder keg as Christians
abandoned the civic cult and imperial honors in their loyalty to
Christ.26 Both imperial worship and the civic cult to the titular deity of
the city were tied in intimately with the function of the government and
loyalty to the same. As we can imagine, in this atmosphere where reli-
gion and government intertwined, abandonment of the cult could be
understood as opposition to the existing political structures. Here is the
flashpoint between the church and the community. The proclamation of
“another king” by the name of Jesus would have aroused the deepest
concerns among the Romans that the Macedonian monarchy was once
again on the rise. The royal theology of the Christians clashed with the
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imperial claims of Rome and the emperor while it resonated with the
ancient aspirations of the Macedonian people.

IV. THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC WORLDS
OF THESSALONICA

After the defeat at the hands of the Romans (168 bc), Macedonia entered
a period of deep poverty. The Romans carried off the riches of the king-
dom to Rome and instituted a series of economic measures that assured
that Macedonia could not recover and once again become a threat to the
Roman power, such as the division of Macedonia into four districts, the
prohibition of commerce between the districts, and the closure of the
mines. The economic force of the region did not recover even after Mace-
donia’s incorporation as a Roman province. One official Thessalonian in-
scription, which comes from the last part of the second century or the first
part of the first century bc, was executed with a crude and inexpert hand,
leaving an enduring testimony of the economic plight of the early provin-
cial years. The inscription “suggests a time when Thessalonica was im-
poverished and demoralized.”1

In spite of the economic weakness of the province during the repub-
lican era, Macedonia managed to recover much of the prosperity it had en-
joyed during the imperial epoch due to the new politic toward the prov-
ince.2 The city of Thessalonica was a key player in the economic recovery.
The town’s location at the head of the Thermaic Gulf and along the great
Via Egnatia, its intimate relationship with the interior of Macedonia with
its rich agricultural land, and the reopening of mines and forests as
sources of raw materials all contributed to the creation of a new, robust
economic climate, adding to the peace in the region. But the development
is also attributed to the favorable policies Rome exercised toward the city,
which had roots in the support Thessalonica had extended to Rome at crit-
ical moments in their intertwined histories. The laws of reciprocity as-
sured that Rome would not, and indeed could not, forget. A community of
Romans immigrated to the city to reside there, and testimony of their pres-
ence is recorded in multiple inscriptions and funeral reliefs.3 Numerous
members of this community facilitated the economic and commercial de-
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velopment of this and other cities of the province. Many of those who emi-
grated to the city were from the upper strata of Roman society, people
who had the economic power to own slaves.4 The names of prominent
Italians appear in the sarcophagi from this period.5 Not a few of these im-
migrants went beyond taking advantage of the opportunities the city af-
forded and so became contributors to its development. A conspicuous
number of inscriptions honor the “Roman benefactors” (RZmanoi euerge-
toi)6 alongside of thea RZma (the goddess Rome) and refer to a priesthood
that functioned in their honor. The Thessalonians offered these public
honors to the group of Roman benefactors without specifying the exact
nature of the service they had rendered to the community. However, since
the inscriptions are official, we may conclude that the city recognized that
the well-being of the community depended in part on the economic con-
tributions these Romans made.7 The inscriptions do, however, name cer-
tain individuals who were benefactors to the city along with their specific
deeds.8 The civic cult in honor of these Roman benefactors was a symbol
of the great gratitude and the loyalty the Thessalonians felt toward the
Romans because of these benefits. The imperial cult itself is a manifesta-
tion in grand scale of these honors given to the Romans since the emperor
was the benefactor of the city par excellence.9

The relationship between Thessalonica and the Roman benefactors
is a specific example of a wide-ranging social institution of the era, the
system of patronage or clientela.10 Roman society, with its vast social and
economic differences, maintained its social equilibrium in part on the ba-
sis of this social institution. The relationship between a patron and his or
her client had fundamentally three characteristics. In the first place, the
patron/client relationship implied an interchange of goods and services.
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Secondly, the bond between a patron and client was personal and lasted
for an indefinite period of time. Finally, the relationship was asymmetric
in the sense that the patron and the client were not of equal social status
and different types of goods and services were exchanged between
them.11

The patron/client relationship functioned on almost every level of
society and even became an essential component of the Roman bureau-
cracy. As Wallace-Hadrill comments, “Patronage was central to the struc-
ture of Roman society as feudalism was to medieval: it constituted the
dominant social relationship between ruler and the ruled.”12 Under this
system the emperor was understood as the principal patron in the em-
pire. Far from being an administrator who distributed goods and privi-
leges to all members of the society equally, the emperor granted access to
his person and power through a network of patronage relationships. Im-
partiality did not characterize the system. The distribution of goods and
privileges was made through those who had access to his person, and it
was expected that he would be especially liberal in his treatment of fam-
ily and friends along with others who were granted access.13 The general
expectation was that public officials, especially the emperor, would use
their power in favor of those who where closest to them. Their role was
more patronal than administrative.

Since cities like Thessalonica depended on the emperor and his
benefaction, they established two means to secure his patronage. In the
first place, the imperial cult in the city, with its temple and priesthood, was
on the one side a form of thankfulness for past benefits received and on
the other served as a means of soliciting future benefits for the client city.
Secondly, the city depended on the good relationships with the Roman cit-
izens resident there, who served as channels to the imperial power by
means of the network of patron/client relationships. Even a city as grand
and prosperous as Thessalonica needed its patrons in order to gain access
to the emperor as well as the Roman senate.14 In order to utilize this sys-
tem, through honorific inscriptions Thessalonica publicly recognized the
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benefits the city received via the Roman elite. This elite not only gave di-
rect benefits to the city but also served as channels of access to the central
power of the government. Through this group of Roman benefactors the
emperor could express his patronage. Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who
wrote his Roman Antiquities during the reign of Augustus, explained the
power of the elite in the Roman provinces during an earlier era, saying,
“The patronage of the patricians was not restricted to the city and the com-
mon people, but each of Rome’s colonies, the cities that became her
friends and allies and those subjugated in war, had Romans of their own
choosing as their protectors and patrons. Indeed, the senate often referred
the disputes which came from these cities or peoples to their patrons and
regarded their decisions as binding.”15 Though the patricians had dimin-
ished radically in number by the time of the empire, the role of the Roman
elite in the provinces undoubtedly continued into this era.

The importance of these observations in relationship to the church
in Thessalonica is evident as we consider how the apostles and fledgling
church in the community were accused of being part of a seditious move-
ment (Acts 17.6-7). The denunciation could produce grave consequences
with respect to the favored position the city enjoyed before the imperial
power. The apparent proclamation of a rival rule to that of the emperor
would have been viewed not only as seditious but also as a grave viola-
tion of the delicate and privileged relationship of this client city with her
patron the emperor. We can easily understand why the politarchs of the
city were anxious to eliminate the problem as quickly as possible. These
tensions are sufficient to explain why the church continued to suffer per-
secution after the apostolic team left the city. In addition, the imperial
cult, which was a component of the system of patronage, appears to be
a hermeneutical key to unlock the problematic passage of 2 Thessalo-
nians 2.16

The patron/client relationship also helps illuminate the problem of
work among certain members of the Thessalonian church, an issue Paul
addressed in both letters to this community (1 Thess. 4.11-12; 2 Thess. 3.6-
13).17 A number of Thessalonian Christians maintained their client status,
with both believers and the unconverted serving as patrons, and Paul
strongly opposed the practice: “For even when we were with you, we
gave you this rule: ‘If a man will not work, he shall not eat’” (2 Thess.
3.10). We should not conclude, however, that those who enjoyed client
status among the Thessalonian Christians came from the lowest strata of
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society. Traditionally clients were those who had been freed and could
enhance the status of the patron.18 Paul prescribed labor and not patron-
age as the means by which Christians were to support themselves
(1 Thess. 4.11; 2 Thess. 3.7-12), yet he recognized that aid should be ex-
tended to those with genuine need and commended and encouraged the
Thessalonians for so acting (1 Thess. 4.9-10; 2 Thess. 3.13). Such benefac-
tion had deep roots within Christian teaching (e.g., Gal. 6.10; 1 Pet. 2.12;
1 John 3.17). While Paul opposed the institution and the entailments of
clientela, he affirmed the church’s responsibility to help those in need
both within and outside its membership.

According to the evidence that has survived in the inscriptions, the
Romans in Thessalonica belonged to the upper social strata. There were,
of course, Macedonians who were of the same social status. Those who
occupied administrative posts, such as politarchs and members of the
council, came from the aristocracy, as also those who served as priests
in the various cults celebrated in the city. Within the Thessalonian
church we encounter a number of people who also came from the higher
social classes. In the Acts narrative, Luke makes mention of many
“prominent” or noble women who had converted at the hearing of the
gospel (Acts 17.4), and Jason was sufficiently rich to offer hospitality to
the apostolic team and prominent enough to be recognized by many
persons (Acts 17.5-7, 9). He served as a benefactor within the Christian
community. It has been suggested that Aristarchus of Thessalonica (Acts
19.29; 20.4) was the same person who appears in a list of politarchs from
the city and as such would have been one of Thessalonica’s most promi-
nent and well-to-do citizens.19 In addition, certain members of the con-
gregation had sufficient means to serve as benefactors (1 Thess. 4.10;
2 Thess. 3.13).

The city of Thessalonica was also the home of many people of the
working and artisan class. The epigrams of Philip of Thessalonica (first
century ad) mention a large number of them as well as their trades. In
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them we meet the fisherman, the farmer, the carpenter, the cook, the
scribe, the hunter, the weaver, the miller, the rhetor, and the temple ser-
vant.20 Various of these people dedicated the tools of their trade to their
patron deity at the end of their life, such as the oars and nets of the fisher-
man that were dedicated to Hermes and Poseidon and the sack, mallet,
sickle, threshing implements, and plow that the plowman dedicated to
Demeter.21 These persons did not separate their religion from their labor.
A large number, if not most, of the members of the Christian community
in Thessalonica came from this class, among whom were many who had
taken on the role of clients. Paul himself was an artisan and exhorted
such people in the church “to work with your hands” (1 Thess. 4.11) and
so follow his own example: “we worked night and day, laboring and toil-
ing so that we would not be a burden to any of you” (2 Thess. 3.8; 1 Thess.
2.9). The economic situation of Thessalonica allowed these people to earn
the bread they ate (2 Thess. 3.12). Whatever the economic situation of
other cities in Macedonia and Achaia, Thessalonica offered the majority
of the population both work and food.22

However, not everyone in the city managed to obtain the basics of
life. Philip wrote an epigram describing the fortune of Aristides, a poor
man, who “used to count up his great wealth, reckoning his one sheep as
a flock, his cow as a herd. Then he lost both: a wolf killed the sheep,
pangs of birth the cow; his poverty’s consolation perished. He fastened a
knot against his neck with his wallet-binding strap, and died in his mis-
ery beside the cabin where no cattle lowed.”23 Paul acknowledged that
some within the Thessalonian and other Macedonian churches were in a
precarious economic situation, and promoted and commended the
church’s response to their necessity (1 Thess. 4.10; 2 Thess. 3.13). But,
commenting on the economic situation of the city, Jewett incorrectly con-
cludes, “it appears that the converts derived from a stratum of the popu-
lation suffering from a degree of relative deprivation.”24 Clearly there
were those who needed the support of the community, but to say that the
majority were in that position is an erroneous conclusion. The members
of this church had the power to support themselves and, in fact, were
even able to become benefactors to needy members among them and in
other Christian communities in Macedonia (1 Thess. 4.9-10). The funda-
mental problem of the congregation was that certain people wanted to
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maintain a client status instead of working and not that they could not
gain a living (1 Thess. 4.11-12).

In these letters, Paul does not mention the social classifications of
slaves, freed persons, and the free, nor does he allude to the citizens and
those noncitizens and foreigners among them (cf. Eph. 6.5-9; Col. 3.22–
4.1). In a city like Thessalonica all these groups would have been repre-
sented, but there is no evidence from the letters themselves of how the so-
cial stratification and tensions affected the Christian community. The
great social differences among the members of the church are given ex-
pression only in the problems that arise out of the patron/client relation-
ship and the exhortations concerning benefaction. Repeatedly Paul
praises the mutual love of the members of the community and encour-
ages them to grow in the same (1 Thess. 1.3; 3.6, 12; 5.8, 13; 2 Thess. 1.3).
The church expressed its desire to learn more about fraternal love
(1 Thess. 4.9-10). Whatever social and economic differences existed
among this congregation, the Thessalonian Christians had learned the
fundamental lesson of Christian love among themselves. The church was
a testimony to the miracle of community in diversity.

V. RELIGION IN THESSALONICA

When Paul, Silas, and Timothy arrived in Thessalonica to preach the
gospel, they did not enter into a religious vacuum. The Thessalonians
were worshipers of a plethora of deities. The gospel proclamation was
an ardent call to abandon the worship of images, but at the same time
the message answered the people’s deepest religious desires and con-
cerns. According to the narrative in Acts 17, the apostles entered the
Jewish synagogue to begin the Thessalonian mission. Among this as-
sembly of descendants of Abraham were some “God-fearing Greeks”
and “prominent women,” Macedonians who had integrated with the
monotheistic Jewish community without becoming full proselytes to
their way of life. Such people had some kind of affinity for Judaism,
ranging from those who admired Jewish thought and life to those who
abandoned the idol cult and adopted monotheism, stopping short of full
conversion, which entailed circumcision.1 These and the rest of the
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Thessalonians who became Christians forsook their idols as part of their
new allegiance to the living God: “You turned to God from idols to serve
the living and true God” (1 Thess. 1.9). On the pagan side, the instruc-
tion concerning the “man of lawlessness” in 2 Thessalonians 2 alerts us
to the religiously charged atmosphere in which the Thessalonians lived,
where a human being could receive worship as if divine: “He will op-
pose and will exalt himself over everything that is called God or is wor-
shiped, so that he sets himself up in God’s temple, proclaiming himself
to be God” (2 Thess. 2.4). Far from being indifferent about religious
questions, the Thessalonians who listened to the gospel were submerged
in a world that Paul elsewhere describes as filled with “so-called gods,
whether in heaven or on earth” (1 Cor. 8.5). The gospel of the “living and
true God” was proclaimed to these who floated in a sea of great religious
pluralism and confusion. If we are going to understand the gospel’s im-
pact on the Thessalonians, a careful examination of their religious world
is necessary.2

Any analysis of the religious environment of Thessalonica during
the first century ad will necessarily be incomplete due to the limited
number of sources that detail the cults and their activities. Although
Charles Edson published an ample collection of inscriptions from the
city,3 the information gives little insight into the daily practices of the sev-
eral religious centers. Moreover, archaeologists have not been able to ex-
cavate the city extensively since the ancient remains are buried beneath
the modern city of Thessaloniki, the second largest metropolis in modern
Greece. The end result is that we do not possess a balanced catalog of in-
formation concerning many aspects of daily life in the city, including the
religious milieu with its multiple gods and temples. The majority of the
inscriptions that have been preserved surfaced as chance finds or came
from rescue excavations. Although a number of primary texts that de-
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scribe the dynamics of many cults in antiquity have been passed down to
us, little information has survived concerning how these cults functioned
in Thessalonica itself. A delightful exception to this rule was the excava-
tion of the Serapeum, which yielded a rather full picture of the role of the
Egyptian gods in the city. Despite the generally scanty and eclectic nature
of the evidence for other cults, some sound observations can be made
based on the historical data that have fortunately survived. Epigramists
such as Philip and Antipater of Thessalonica preserve for us hints of the
beliefs and the religious longings of the Thessalonians during the first
century when they wrote. The inscriptions that have come to light, the
coinage, and the excavations that have been undertaken give us hints
about aspects of the history that can be joined together to help us pry
open the historical window at least partially.

The ancient sources testify clearly that Athens was not the only city
“full of idols” (Acts 17.16). Thessalonica was host to multiple deities who
were objects of genuine religious devotion. In his extant epigrams, Philip
of Thessalonica, for example, makes mention of more than twenty deities
who played more than a formal role in people’s lives. He recorded a sup-
plication to Artemis for the emperor that asked for his recovery, “Artemis
. . . dispatch this very day that hateful sickness away from the best of Em-
perors. . . . For Philip will offer the smoke of frankincense above your al-
tars, and will make splendid sacrifice of a mountain-roaming boar.”4 In
another prayer a sailor offers a barley cake and a libation to Apollo with
the petition, “Be gracious in return, and send upon the sails a favourable
breeze running with us to the harbours of Actium.”5 Antipater of
Thessalonica composed an epigram for a statue of Aphrodite that ex-
pressed the simple desire of a woman, “Bithynian Cythera dedicated me,
the marble image of your form, Cyprian goddess [Aphrodite], according
to her vow. Do you make a large gift in return for a small one, as your
custom is; a husband’s loving heart is all she asks.”6 Another woman,
both sterile and blind, wanted to give birth and to have her sight restored
and, according to an epigram, received both: “Both prayers were heard
by Artemis, midwife in child-bearing and light-bringer of white-gleam-
ing rays.”7 The relationship with the gods was viewed as a transaction:
“Do this for me, and I’ll do that for you.” One inscription mentions a vo-
tive offering to “the great gods” in anticipation of some benefit to be re-
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ceived.8 In a prayer to Isis, the suppliant asks for salvation from poverty
and, in exchange, “he will sacrifice a kid with golden horns.”9 The
Thessalonians dedicated offerings and prayed to their deities, and they
expected something in return.

Alongside these petitions a number of religious inscriptions pre-
serve the thanksgivings of devout people. According to one worshiper,
the highest god (Zeus), who was also called “the great savior,” had saved
him from disaster at sea in response to his prayer. He therefore dedicated
a public inscription to the god as a way to offer thanks.10 Without specify-
ing the reason, another devotee presented his thanks to the Egyptian
gods — Serapis, Isis, and Anubis — and to “the gods of the same tem-
ple.”11 Although we do not doubt the sincerity of those who erected such
public monuments in thanksgiving to the deities, the function of inscrip-
tions dedicated to benefactors, be they human or divine, was not simply
to recognize their beneficence but also to solicit future benefits.

The Thessalonians did not always perceive the gods as benevolent.
They could bring both benefits and tragedy to a person’s life. An epigram
from Antipater records the tragic history of Cyllen , an athlete who was
on his way home from the Olympic games when ill fortune befell him:
“He was travelling at night-time from Pisa when lightning fell from Zeus
and killed him.”12 Hermocrateia, a woman who gave birth to twenty-nine
children, was fortunate enough to have them all survive. She knows,
however, the dark power of the gods and says, “Neither Apollo shot my
sons down, nor Artemis bereaved me of my daughters to my sorrow.
Rather the one came and eased my travail, while Phoebus brought my
boys to young manhood unharmed by sickness.”13 Her relief betrays her
belief that the gods were capable of doing her ill as well as good. Over the
tomb of Polyxenus, who had slipped and died because of his fall, some-
one placed the following epigram: “I know not whether to blame the
wine-god [Dionysus] or the rain from Zeus; both are slippery for the
feet.”14 One never knew what to expect from the gods. They could bring
both blessing and disaster to a person, as in the case of a woman who
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died while giving birth to triplets, “One and the same god [daimZn] took
life from her and gave life to them.”15

In antiquity, ethics was the domain of the philosophers and not of
the gods. Normally religion did not have anything to do with the moral-
ity of the worshipers. In fact, a number of cults promoted a lifestyle that
would have been viewed as immoral from a Christian perspective. Dio-
nysus, the god of wine and drunkenness, is depicted in reliefs, statues,
and mosaics with a vine and grapes laced through his hair and a down-
turned empty cup in his hand, a symbol of drunkenness. In an epigram
from Antipater a person is chastised for being sober, having drunk only
water: “I had drunk my fill of undiluted water, when Bacchus stood be-
side my bed, yesterday, and spoke thus: ‘You sleep the sleep of those
whom Aphrodite hates; tell me, my sober friend, have you heard of
Hippolytus? You should be afraid of suffering a fate like his.’ Thus he
spoke, and went away; and since then water is no longer any pleasure to
me.”16 The god promoted drinking wine and encouraged this solitary so-
ber man to seek the sexual pleasures Aphrodite brings. Aphrodite was
herself the symbol of sexual license and the patroness of the prostitutes.
Philip commemorates a boat whose construction costs were underwrit-
ten by the proceeds from a bordello: “I, a ship built from the Cyprian’s
trade, have come to the sea that gave that goddess [Aphrodite] birth. A
trafficker in beauty wrought me and called me ‘Courtesan’, for I am all
men’s friend. Board me cheerfully, I ask no heavy fee. I welcome all com-
ers; I carry the foreigner [and citizens alike]. As once on land, so row me
on the deep.”17 Aphrodite was among the most popular deities in
Thessalonica, as witnessed by the preponderance of small, household
cult images of her that have been found among the clay figurines exca-
vated principally from the cemeteries of the ancient city.18

Among various religions of Thessalonica the phallus was a cult ob-
ject. For example, the image of Priapus was an enlarged phallus with a
small, grotesque body attached.19 According to mythology, the Egyptian
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