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Turned 
The first verb, "turned," does not occur again in Greek in either Thessalonian epistle, 
but does appear elsewhere in Paul's writings. “To turn” means to turn in a literal or a 
figurative, moral and religious sense. It points to a "change in one's belief with a focus 
upon that to which one turns." Scholars classify the verb within the semantic domain 
that includes "repent" and "born again." In other words, turning indicates repentance 
and conversion. This nuance is clearly indicated in verse 9 by the use of the twin 
prepositional phrases (following "you turned") "to God" and "from idols." 
 
The question can be asked: why turn? The answer is suggested in the text through the 
use of the two infinitives, "to serve" and "to wait." Since infinitives often indicate 
purpose, as if to say "in order to," the action of the passage may be paraphrased as: 
"You turned/repented/ converted in order to serve God and to wait for his Son who 
rescues us from the wrath to come." Those who did not repent and did not serve the 
Son or wait for His deliverance remained without "hope and without God in the world" 
(Eph 2:12). In short, in order to secure the blessing of deliverance from God's coming 
eschatological wrath, the Gentiles had to forsake their idolatry.  
 
Idols 
Notice the twin adjectives attached to the noun "God" -- "living" and "true." The adjective 
"true" combines the aspects of real, dependable, and genuine verses the illusory, 
unfaithful, and false nature of idols. The adjective "living" indicates both "alive" and 
"active" verses idols, which are dead and impotent. 
 
Paul and the New Testament more broadly share the Old Testament understanding of 
idols as vain, lifeless, useless, empty, false, shameful, wicked, and harmful depictions of 
deity. Consider these citations from the Old Testament regarding the lifeless and 
useless nature of idols: “gods of wood and stone, the work of human hands, that neither 
see, nor hear, nor eat, nor smell” (Deut 4:28); “a god that cannot save” (Isa 45:20b); 
and: 
 
 Their idols are like scarecrows in a cucumber field, and they cannot speak; they 
 have to be carried, for they cannot walk. Do not be afraid of them, for they cannot 
 do evil, neither is it in them to do good. (Jer 10:5) 
 
Idols are also spiritually destructive. Psalm 16:4 says: “The sorrows of those who run 
after another god shall multiply.” In the words of Psalm 115:1-8: 
 

But their idols are silver and gold, made by the hands of men. They have mouths, 
but cannot speak, eyes, but they cannot see; they have ears, but cannot hear, 
noses, but they cannot smell; they have hands, but cannot feel, feet, but they 



cannot walk; nor can they utter a sound with their throats. Those who make them 
will be like them, and so will all who trust in them.  
 

Paul echoes this perspective, calling idols “mute” (1Cor 12:2) and spiritual imposters of 
the true God: 
  

  Therefore, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that “an idol has no 
 real existence,” and that “there is no God but one.” For although there may be so-
 called gods in heaven or on earth—as indeed there are many “gods” and many 
 “lords”— yet for us  there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and 
 for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things 
 and through whom we exist. (1Cor 4:4-8) 
 
Yet, idolatry is spiritually dangerous. Although idols (especially in the ancient world and 
in animism today) are merely physical objects with no potency, they are channels of 
demonic power and presence. Paul testified to both the incompatible and harmful nature 
of demons and idolatry: “No, but the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons, not to 
God, and I do not want you to be participants with demons. You cannot drink the cup of 
the Lord and the cup of demons too; you cannot have a part in both the Lord's table and 
the table of demons” (1Cor 10:20-21). Similarly, John wrote in Revelation: “The rest of 
mankind that were not killed by these plagues still did not repent of the work of their 
hands; they did not stop worshiping demons, and idols of gold, silver, bronze, stone and 
wood -- idols that cannot see or hear or walk. Nor did they repent of their murders, their 
magic arts, their sexual immorality or their thefts” (9:20-21). 
 


