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PAUL’S USE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT IN 1–2 THESSALONIANS

Introduction

Archer and Chirichigno, NA27 list no OT quotes for either book. Jeffrey Weima says that “A 
superficial reading of 1–2 Thessalonians might suggest that the OT had little if any impact on 
Paul’s wording and thinking in these letters” (871). However, 1 and 2 Thessalonians is like the 
other Pauline letter in that they show “a significant indebtedness to the Jewish Scriptures. . . . 
Paul’s vocabulary, metaphors, and theological framework in the Thessalonian correspondence 
betray the influence of the OT in both small and significant ways” (ibid.).

Though many writers think that there are no quotations in these letters, I have distinguished

1) allusions to specific passages (e.g., 1 Thess 3:13 alludes to Zech 14:5).

2) OT conceptual themes that inform Paul’s thought but doesn’t necessarily refer to one 
particular OT text (e.g., 1 Thess 1:9 describes God as “living” and “true,” God’s people 
are chosen and loved in 1 Thess 1:4).

Within these two categories, there are several specific uses:

1) verbal parallels that are a result of Paul’s having been shaped by the OT but don’t 
seem to be referencing the OT in a specific way (e.g., the OT provides “stock imagery” as
with “day” and “night,” “light” and “darkness” in 1 Thess 5:4–8, or “labor pains” in 1 
Thess 5:3).

2) OT concepts that are carried over with little or no change (e.g., 1 Thess 1:9 where God
is described as “living” and “true”).

3) OT conceptions that are given Christian expression (e.g., in the OT, God’s people 
Israel are chosen, loved people who are to be holy; in Thessalonians, God’s people, the 
church, are God’s “loved,” “elect” people who are to live lives of holiness). Under this 
category fall several times that Paul uses OT passages that refer to God to refer to Christ, 
implying his divinity (e.g., 1 Thess 4:6 referring to Ps 93:1; 2 Thess 1:9 referring to Isa 
2:10, 19, 21).
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1 Thessalonians

Allusions

NT passage OT passage Use

1:9 1 Sam 7:3 OT may be influencing Paul’s word choice.

3:5 Isa 49:4 (cf. 65:23) Isaianic theme of “laboring/not laboring in vain”

3:13b Zech 14:5, LXX Possible reinterpretation of OT teaching about God’s 
coming (weima, 875).

4:6 Ps 93:1 Reinterpretation: attributes to Jesus divine judgment

4:9 Isa. 54:13 (didaktous
theou)?

Allusion? Thessalonians are experiencing New Covenant 
blessings

OT Themes1

NT passage OT theme Use

1:1–4 God’s people Israel are loved and 
chosen

Reinterpreted: God’s people the 
church are loved and chosen

1:9 YHWH is living and true, all other gods 
are mere idols

Same: YHWH is living and true, all 
other gods are mere idols

2:4 “pleasing God,” “God tests the heart” Same: “pleasing God,” “God tests the 
heart”

2:15 Unbelieving Jews “killed the prophets” Same: identifies unbelieving Israel 
with unbelieving Israel of the OT

2:16 “fill up the measure of their sins” Same: reflects “an OT theme that is 
developed also in later Jewish 
writings: there exists a fixed amount of
sins to be committed, after which 
punishment will be meted out” 
(Weima, 873, cf. Gen 15:16 LXX).

3:13 “strengthening the heart” Same 

4:1–12 “walk” as metaphor for moral conduct. 
“Pleasing God” as the goal of life. 
Concern for how people outside the 
community perceive the community as a

Same, although interpreted with regard
to the church rather than Israel

1 “Same” means that the theme is brought into the letter unchanged.
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testimony to God. (Weima, 876).

4:3–8 God’s people Israel are to be marked out
by holiness

Reinterpreted: God’s people, the 
church, are to be marked out by 
holiness

4:5 “knowing God” Same

4:8 Eschatological gift of the Spirit Assumed to be fulfilled

4:16–17 “Day of the Lord,” “trumpet,” “clouds” Reinterpreted: OT images for the 
coming of God reinterpreted and 
associated with the return of Christ 

5:2 “Day of the Lord” See above

5:3 “Labor pains” OT image

5:4–8 “Day” and “night,” light” and 
“darkness”

OT image

“Armor” metaphor. Isa 59:17? Simply using it as an image?

Notable in 1 Thessalonians: There is thematic continuity with the OT, as well as forming the 
conceptual background or providing “stock imagery” for Paul to utilize. Several allusions to 
concepts related to OT Israel indicate thematic continuity with the church. In addition, there are 
several references to Jesus using OT allusions that seem to imply or assume his divinity (though 
not necessarily arguing for it). These may function on the level of “hermeneutical axioms.”

2 Thessalonians

Allusions

NT passage OT passage Use

1:5–10 Dependence on Isa 
66?

Reinterpreted: God’s coming judgment in the OT is 
attributed to Jesus Christ here.

1:6 Isa 66:6, 15? God “repaying” his enemies reinterpreted to mean Jesus 
repaying his enemies.

1:8 Depending on the 
textual reading of “in
a fire of flame” or 
“in a flame of fire” 
this verse may allude
to Ex 3:2 (first 
reading, NA27) or 

 Weima prefers the latter reading because thematically the 
context is God’s judgment (as with Isa 66:15 but not Ex 
3:2) and because there appear to be other ties to Isa 66 (p. 
884).
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Isa 66:15 (second 
reading).

1:8 Isa 66:15 God “giving vengeance” is reinterpreted to mean Jesus 
“giving vengeance”

1:9 Isa 2:10, 19, 21 Reinterpreted: God’s coming judgment in the OT is 
attributed to Jesus Christ here.

1:10a Ps 89:7 Reinterpreted: what is said of God in the OT is said of 
Jesus here.

1:10b Ps 68:35 (67:36, 
LXX)

Reinterpreted: what is said of God in the OT is said of 
Jesus here.

1:12 Isa 66:5 LXX Reinterpreted: Israel’s relationship to God paralleled to 
Christians’ relationship with Jesus.

2:3 Seems to parallel Ps 
89:22 (88:23, LXX) 
and Isa 57:3–4. 

Reinterpreted: OT category may be reinterpreted in terms 
of final end time “man of lawlessness.”

2:4 Dan 11:36 OT theme reinterpreted in terms of final end time anti-
christ.

2:8 Isa 11:4 Same: direct messianic prophecy.

3:16 Num 6:26 The blessing has some resemblance to the Aaronic 
blessing of (Weima, 888). 

OT Themes

NT passage OT theme Use

2:1 Gathering of God’s people Israel from 
exile

Reinterpreted: Gathering of God’s 
people, the church, at the last day

2:2 Day of the Lord concept Reinterpreted: the coming of God in 
Judgment associated with the return of
Christ 

2:11 God misleads the wicked with evil 
spirits (Weima, 888; cf. 2 Sam 24:1 and 
1 Chron 21:1; 1 Kings 22:23).

God will hand over unbelievers to 
further unbelief.

2:13 God’s people Israel are loved by God Reinterpreted: God’s people the 
church are loved by God

3:5 “Direct your hearts” is a frequently used 
OT concept that speaks of people 
turning to God or God turning people to 

Same: OT theme
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himself (Weima, 888).

3:16 “The Lord be with you” OT conceptual category: traditional 
greeting (Weima, 888).

Notable in 2 Thessalonians: Weima indicates that the use of Isa 66 is prominent in Chapter 1. 
Frequently in 2 Thessalonians, as with 1 Thessalonians, What is attributed to God in the OT is 
attributed to Jesus. Also, OT themes and concepts associated with Israel in the OT are associated 
with the church.
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