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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

I became a Christian and began to attend a church right 

before my sixteenth birthday. A few months later, my 

pastor began to preach through the New Testament 

letters to the Thessalonians. He told us that those 

letters would teach us much about “eschatology.” But 

at the time, I had no idea what he was talking about. 

“Eschatos” is the Greek word for last. So, eschatology is 

the study of last things or end times. 

As I grew in my faith, I noticed that some Christians are 

fascinated, even obsessed by this topic. They chart out 
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the timeline of end times events in meticulous detail. 

They link current events in Israel to biblical prophecies 

and the return of Christ. They speculate as to who 

might be the Antichrist and when the Rapture will 

occur. Their excitement, however, does not always 

translate into spiritual growth. 

During Bible college and seminary, I learned that other 

Christians approach biblical teaching on the end times 

from a very different perspective. They consider many 

of the Bible’s cataclysmic prophecies to be poetic 

descriptions of Christ’s spiritual accomplishments. So, 

they tend to ignore prophetic passages of Scripture to 

focus on the New Testament doctrine of salvation. But 

the writings of the New Testament are filled with 

anticipation of future events. Without understanding 

the end times, you will not grasp what we are saved 

from or what we are saved for. 

So, how should we approach the study of eschatology? 

Rather than obsessing over it or avoiding it, we must 

see the vital role that it plays in the Christian life. I 

think the best way to keep this focus is through verse-

by-verse Bible study of books like 1 and 2 

Thessalonians. 
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Paul described the Christians in Thessalonica by 

saying, 

For they themselves report concerning us the 

kind of reception we had among you, and 

how you turned to God from idols to serve 

the living and true God, and to wait for his 

Son from heaven, whom he raised from the 

dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath 

to come (1 Th 1:9-10). 

In these two letters he shows how the anticipation of 

the end times must shape how Christians relate to God, 

to personal trials, to one another, and to the 

unbelieving world. So, I am calling our study, “Waiting 

for Jesus.” May God cultivate a spirit of waiting in us! 
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1  

U L T I M A T E  G R A T I T U D E  

1  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  1 : 1 - 5  

Some of the most stressful moments in my life have 

come about as I encountered extreme weather 

conditions while driving. One time I was going up a 

steep, winding mountain road in California, and I 

entered a thick fog. I could not see anything out the 

front windshield. To stay on the road, I had to look 

down from my side window to follow the yellow line. I 

recall trying to get home one night in a Michigan 
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blizzard. The freeway was already blanketed with three 

or four inches of snow. It was impossible to tell where 

the lanes were or even the side of the road. I have also 

driven into thunderstorms where the rain was so heavy 

that the windshield was a complete blur. The wipers 

did not help at all. 

I am sure that you have had similar experiences. 

Thankfully, I made it safely through each of those 

situations. The fog dissipated. A snowplow came along 

to clear the way. The rain eventually slowed. But the 

stress of driving blind is unforgettable.  

I think a lot of us are driving blind through life. We face 

intense stress because we cannot see far ahead. So, we 

try to cope in different ways. Some of us try to take 

control through planning, preparing, and saving. 

Others try to drown out those negative feelings with 

relationships, entertainment, or some sort of 

medication. But both of those strategies fall apart. 

What we need is a perspective on life that transcends 

the immediate ups and downs. 
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I believe that we find that perspective in God. Life is not 

out of control. We can trust that he is at work in every 

circumstance.  

I think most Christians aspire to trust him, but we 

struggle because we still have a short-sighted outlook. 

We want to know that he will make things better 

tomorrow or the next day, but he works on a bigger 

time frame. He has an eternal perspective. He does not 

show us how each trial will play out in the short term, 

but throughout the Bible he reveals the culmination of 

his sovereign plan in the end times. So, to experience 

peace and joy, we need to view our lives from the 

perspective of that great plan. 

The Apostle Paul’s two letters to the Thessalonians are 

saturated with this outlook. Acts 17:1-9 tells us that he 

and his coworkers spent a few weeks in Thessalonica as 

they passed through Macedonia along the shore of the 

Aegean Sea. Both Jews and Greeks responded to his 

preaching, but some Jews were jealous and stirred up 

a commotion in the city. Paul moved on to keep the 

peace, but he left behind a vibrant group of new 

Christians. He described them as waiting eagerly for 

the return of Christ. He probably wrote these letters to 
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them within a year of leaving them, possibly around AD 

51 or 52. 

Paul begins First Thessalonians with an address, a 

greeting, and an expression of gratitude, the basic 

format you would find in most letters from that period. 

But even in this introduction, he sets an example for us. 

In 1 Thessalonians 1:1-5, he models three steps toward 

ultimate gratitude. This is the kind of thankfulness that 

transcends trials because it is rooted in a clear 

understanding of the end times. We need to follow his 

example to build a different outlook.  
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S t e p  1  

F o c u s  o n  O t h e r s  

Astronomers speak of the existence of black holes. The 

idea is that a body in space could exert such a powerful 

gravitational pull that nothing is able to escape, not 

even light. So, when you look up into the night sky you 

cannot see them. But astronomers identify them by 

observing the effect that they exert on other celestial 

bodies around them. I think there is a spiritual version 

of a black hole at the center of the human heart. 

Ever since Adam and Eve sinned, people have 

experienced insatiable desires. First John 2:16 speaks 

of the desires of the flesh, the desires of the eyes, and 
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the pride of life. We seek personal satisfaction by 

catering to our body, by amassing possessions, or by 

gaining power and influence. Some of us mask the 

selfishness of these pursuits with token kindness and 

generosity. Even gratitude can be self-centered and 

self-serving. It is good to be thankful for things that 

benefit you personally, but true gratitude must go 

beyond that.  

As Paul writes to the Christians in Thessalonica, he 

demonstrates a focus on others in his thankfulness. In 

1 Thessalonians 1:1-2, he says, 

Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy, To the church 

of the Thessalonians in God the Father and 

the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace to you and 

peace. We give thanks to God always for all 

of you, constantly mentioning you in our 

prayers. 

As a zealous Jew, Paul persecuted Christians, but Acts 

9 tells us that Jesus appeared to him on the road to 

Damascus, confronting him and leaving him blind. 

After he repented and was healed of his blindness, he 

came to see that God was calling him to be an apostle 

to the Gentiles. In some of his letters, he asserts his 

apostleship because false teachers were denying it and 
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undermining his teaching, but here he simply identifies 

himself by his first name. Rather than keeping the 

focus on himself, he highlights his coworkers Silvanus 

and Timothy. Silvanus seems to be the individual called 

Silas in the book of Acts. Acts 15 refers to him as a 

prophet and one of the leading men among the 

brethren, but Timothy was a young man who had just 

joined Paul’s group right before they came to 

Thessalonica. 

Even though the recipients of the letter are new 

believers, Paul refers to them as a church. They 

probably had very little structure or organization. In 

chapter 5, verse 12, he mentions those who labored 

among them and were over them in the Lord, but he 

does not refer to them as elders or deacons. They 

probably had not had enough time to work through 

those sorts of details. Organizational structure is not 

the fundamental idea behind the church. The Greek 

word is “ekklesia”, a group that has been called out. The 

term is used to speak of any assembly, but these people 

were called out in a spiritual sense. 

What was it that set them apart from other people in 

their city? Paul says that they are in God the Father and 
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the Lord Jesus Christ. In other words, they had a direct 

relationship with God through Christ. Paul was not 

their mediator or priest. They did not relate to God 

through him. He acknowledges that the Thessalonians 

had the same essential connection with God that he 

did. 

He greets them by saying, “Grace and peace.” These are 

not throw-away words, but a prayer. He wants them to 

continue growing in God’s grace and peace, 

understanding the incredible gift of salvation and 

experiencing the security and wholeness that it 

provides. In verse 2, he says that he is constantly 

mentioning them in his prayers, and as he does so he 

gives thanks. 

To be clear, Paul was not thanking the Thessalonians. 

He was expressing his gratitude to God. He was 

acknowledging what God was doing in their lives. Do 

you ever do that? Our best attempts at giving thanks 

tend to focus on ways that God has blessed us 

personally. Do you ever give thanks for the ways that 

God is blessing others even though you may be 

personally struggling? 
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Paul’s life and ministry were not easy. Acts 17 tells us 

that after being run out of Thessalonica, he went to 

Berea. Some of the people there embraced his message, 

but soon the Jews who opposed him in Thessalonica 

came and stirred up trouble in Berea. He had to move 

on and ended up in Athens. Some of the people there 

believed, but others mocked him. By the time he writes 

this letter, he is probably in Corinth. He stayed there 

for 18 months but he continued to face intense 

opposition. 

How was Paul able to persevere? When we face 

hardship, we are tempted to pity ourselves and to envy 

others, and if we succumb, we spiral downward into 

that black hole of hopelessness. I am sure that Paul 

faced that temptation, but he resisted that pull and 

directed his focus on giving thanks for others. It does 

not come naturally. It requires determined effort. Will 

you work to make that your focus?  
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S t e p  2  

F o c u s  o n  t h e  H e a r t  

The human eye is an amazing creation. It only weighs 

about an ounce, but it enables us to perceive color, 

shapes, depth, and motion. If our vision is good, we 

learn to trust in what we see. But even at their best, our 

eyes are limited. They can be deceived. Things can be 

hidden from them. They only give us a surface level 

perspective. To go deeper, we must draw conclusions 

about the things that we cannot see. 

Much of our gratitude flows from what we see or feel. 

We give thanks for the things that meet our physical 

needs: food, clothing, and shelter. As we have seen, 



U l t i m a t e  G r a t i t u d e  ( 1  T h  1 : 1 - 5 )  

 

15 

Paul went a step farther by giving thanks for others. He 

took a relational perspective. But as he gave thanks for 

the Christians in Thessalonica, he did not just give 

thanks for their physical existence or sustenance. Nor 

did he emphasize the morality of their behavior. He 

went a step farther by focusing on the heart. In 1 

Thessalonians 1:3, he speaks of, 

remembering before our God and Father 

your work of faith and labor of love and 

steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus 

Christ. 

The observable actions of these believers were 

commendable. They were working and laboring for 

God. They were standing firm in the face of opposition. 

But people could behave in those ways for the wrong 

reasons. You could labor and work because you want 

recognition or because you think it will earn your way 

into heaven. You might be steadfast because you are 

stubborn. So, Paul gave thanks to God for what 

motivated their behavior. 

First, their work flowed from faith, specifically their 

faith in God. People today often speak of faith as a 

general spirit of trust, but the Christian faith has 



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

16 

content. It is rooted in fundamental beliefs. We believe 

that God exists, that he created us, and that he has 

authority over us. We believe that he has revealed 

truths and commandments to guide us, but that we 

have all failed to obey them. We believe that by his 

grace he sent his Son Jesus to die for our sins, so that 

we could be forgiven and reconciled with him. We 

believe that he sends the Holy Spirit to dwell within us 

and transform our lives.  

Now in his letters to the Romans, Galatians, and 

Ephesians, Paul is very careful to separate faith and 

works. He makes it clear that we are saved by grace 

through faith not through works, but faith in God 

should change how I live. It should shape my 

understanding of right and wrong and fill me with a 

desire to do what pleases him. James 2:17 makes this 

connection by saying, “So also faith by itself, if it does 

not have works, is dead.” Do you have a faith that 

generates good works? Be thankful when you see that 

kind of faith in others. 

Second, along with their work of faith, Paul 

remembered that the Thessalonian Christians labored 

out of love. He does not indicate whether he had in 
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mind their love for God or their love for people. He was 

probably thinking of both. Jesus said that the two 

greatest commandments are to love God and to love 

your neighbor as yourself. These commandments sum 

up the Law. They are inseparable. God is worthy of our 

love because he first loved us, and his love for other 

people should lead us to love them as well (1 John 4:19-

21). 

Paul will say more about love in chapter 4, but his best-

known passage on love is 1 Corinthians 13. In verse 3 of 

that chapter he says, “If I give away all I have, and if I 

deliver up my body to be burned, but have not love, I 

gain nothing.” The Corinthians were doing things to 

show off, but Paul gave thanks because the 

Thessalonians were motivated by true love. 

Of course, you can also profess your love for someone 

without making any effort to live it out. The Apostle 

John addresses that problem in 1 John 3:17-18 by 

saying, “But if anyone has the world's goods and sees 

his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, 

how does God's love abide in him? Little children, let 

us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth.” 

Paul was thankful that he found both in the 
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Thessalonians: genuine love expressed in tangible 

efforts to meet needs. Could that be said of us? Do we 

labor out of love for God and for people? When you see 

that in others, it is a clear sign of God’s work. Give 

thanks! 

Third, Paul remembered that the Thessalonians 

demonstrated steadfastness of hope. People today 

speak of hope as a vague positive feeling, but biblical 

hope is the confidence that God will fulfill his end times 

promises. He has promised to defeat evil, sickness, and 

death, ushering in a new heaven and earth. He has 

promised that every believer in Christ will be 

resurrected to enjoy his presence and to share his glory 

forever. So, when we face trials and temptations here 

and now, that confidence in our future enables us to 

persevere. It tells us that the hardships are only 

temporary. 

Now in 1 Corinthians 13:13, Paul says, “So now faith, 

hope, and love abide, these three; but the greatest of 

these is love.” Notice the order: faith, hope, love. Hope 

will be fulfilled, and faith will become sight. But love 

never ends. Love for God and for people will be central 

to our existence in that new heaven and earth. But as 
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he wrote to the Thessalonians, Paul used a different 

order: faith, love, hope. The Corinthians needed to 

focus on love, but the Thessalonians needed to focus on 

hope. He gave thanks for their hope, but as we will see 

they needed to continue to learn more about it.  

What about you? Is your life marked by a steadfastness 

that is rooted in confident biblical hope? We must 

focus on the heart in our spiritual life, and it should 

also be the focus of our gratitude. 
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S t e p  3  

F o c u s  o n  S a l v a t i o n  

I have never tried metal detecting, but I know people 

who spend hours doing it. It is an old hobby that seems 

to be experiencing a resurgence. Occasionally you hear 

stories of people uncovering ancient treasures, but 

most of their discoveries are not that valuable. They 

seem to be drawn by the thrill of the hunt. I have even 

heard of a network of people who use their metal 

detecting skills to help people who have lost their 

wedding ring at the beach or at a park. 

In some ways, preaching the gospel is like metal 

detecting. Jesus came to seek and save the lost, and he 
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wants his followers to carry on that same mission. You 

can wander far and wide telling hundreds of people 

about God’s gift of salvation without seeing any 

positive responses. But then you find someone, and it 

becomes clear that they were always meant to be in a 

relationship with the Lord. The eternal significance of 

that reconciliation is grounds for ultimate gratitude. 

Paul described his interaction with the Thessalonian 

Christians this way in 1 Thessalonians 1:4-5a. He says, 

For we know, brothers loved by God, that he 

has chosen you, because our gospel came to 

you not only in word, but also in power and 

in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction. 

Many people struggle with the Bible’s teaching on 

divine election. Some say that God chooses people 

based upon our response to the gospel. But in 

Ephesians 1:4, Paul says that God chose us in Christ 

before the foundation of the world. Furthermore, he 

does not just look ahead to see who will respond. Acts 

13:48 says, “as many as were appointed to eternal life 

believed.” So, God’s choice is both determinative and 

unconditional. 
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Some ask, “Why bother to preach the gospel if God 

saves those whom he has chosen?” The gospel is to be 

preached simply because God commands it. As I 

explained in my metal detecting illustration, 

evangelism is the means he uses to rescue lost people. 

No one is saved apart from hearing the words of the 

gospel as Paul mentions here in 1 Thessalonians 1:5. 

But no one responds unless they are chosen. God must 

empower his word through the work of the Holy Spirit 

to bring about full conviction. 

Now some say that if salvation is determined by God’s 

choice, then you can never know whether you are one 

of his elect. But Paul makes the opposite point here in 

1 Thessalonians 1:4. He says, “we know, brothers loved 

by God, that he has chosen you.” How could he possibly 

know that? First, his assurance was based upon the 

powerful way that the gospel came to them initially as 

he describes in verse 5. God was clearly at work. But he 

also found proof in the ongoing fruit in their lives that 

he mentioned in verse 3: their work of faith, labor of 

love, and steadfastness of hope. So, we can be grateful 

that God’s choice and his saving work makes it possible 

for us to know that our salvation is eternally secure. 
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But the point here is not that the Thessalonians were 

grateful for what God had done in their lives. I am sure 

that they were, but in 1 Thessalonians 1 Paul is 

describing his own thankfulness that God saved them. 

So, he shows us the full development of ultimate 

gratitude. It starts with learning to give thanks for 

others. Then it goes deeper by focusing on the motives 

of the heart—faith, love, and hope. Finally, it arrives at 

being thankful for every person who is saved according 

to God’s perfect plan. 

Believers are not perfect. They often have spiritual 

blind spots. They get swept up in various cultural 

trends. So, even at its best the church falls short of what 

God wants it to be. But whenever there is evidence of 

faith, love, and hope, whenever people are genuinely 

saved, we should give thanks to God for his work in 

them, confident that he will be faithful to complete 

what he has started. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

So, as we wait for Jesus we should be filled with 

gratitude. We should be thankful for how God protects 

and provides for us but also for how he works in others. 

We must learn to focus on the spiritual things of the 

heart, not just the physical. Ultimately, we must focus 

on giving thanks for how God works out his amazing 

plan of salvation in people’s lives. 

Have you received salvation? Do you know for certain 

what awaits you in the end? The gospel promises 

eternal life to all who believe in Christ. If you have 

never done so, I encourage you to place your faith in 

him. If you want to learn more about the gospel and 

about the believers in Thessalonica, you could read 

chapter 17 in the New Testament book of Acts.  

If you believe in the Lord, then I challenge you to 

evaluate your gratitude. I do not think this outlook 

comes naturally to us. It takes tremendous effort to 

overcome our selfish inclination. It requires constant 

practice to change how we think, but we must learn to 

value the things that matter to the Lord. If you are not 

already working at it, would you begin? We can thank 
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God for those who are saved and pray for those who are 

not. If you are not doing so, would you reach out to the 

lost and pray for the advancement of God’s saving 

work.  

May God fill us with unshakable confidence in him! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. To what degree is gratitude a part of your life? What 

sorts of things inspire you to give thanks? 

 

 

 

2. How does your focus compare with Paul’s in 1 

Thessalonians 1:1-5? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do to better align your outlook with 

Paul’s?
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2  

P U R E  C H R I S T I A N I T Y  

1  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  1 : 5 - 1 0  

When I was growing up, one of the local grocery stores 

had an orange juice machine in their produce section. 

They filled it with ripe, juicy oranges, and pure orange 

juice came out. It was pulpy, tangy, and strong. We 

liked it, but it was expensive. So, most of the time we 

settled for some other kind of “orange juice.” 

Sometimes we bought cans of frozen concentrate that 

you mix with water. No matter how carefully we 
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followed the instructions, it always tasted too diluted. 

Sometimes we got the drink that just looked like orange 

juice. If you read the label, you find it is only 5 percent 

juice with lots of sugar, water, and artificial flavors 

mixed in. It is not the healthiest choice. Nothing 

compares to the real thing. 

I think we find a similar dilution of Christianity in our 

lives. Sometimes we water it down by ignoring its 

teaching. Sometimes we mix it with artificial 

ingredients—personal opinion or ideas and values 

drawn from culture whether traditional or 

contemporary. It would be helpful if God labeled us to 

show our Christianity percentage. Then at least when 

well-known “Christians” behave in shameful or 

obnoxious ways, everyone would know that they are 

just 5 percenters. Or, we would see that some big name 

speakers and authors are only 15 percent. But we might 

be shocked to find out how low our own percentages 

are. No one ever reaches 100 percent Christianity this 

side of eternity. But that does not mean that we should 

give up trying. The Holy Spirit enables Christians to 

grow in knowledge, faith, holiness, and love. 
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As the Apostle Paul wrote letters to churches in various 

locations, his teaching gives us an indication of the 

purity of their Christianity. With some, like the 

Corinthians and Galatians, he was very 

confrontational. Their Christianity was mixed with 

false teaching and sinful behavior. The Thessalonians 

were not perfect, but in 1 Thessalonians 1:5-10 Paul 

commends them. In fact, the passage raises six 

questions that point us toward a pure Christianity. So, 

if you have a negative perception of Christianity, then 

these verses will show you what it is supposed to be. If 

you are a believer, then I encourage you to take this 

opportunity to consider where you stand and how you 

can continue to grow. 
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Q u e s t i o n  1  

W h o  A r e  Y o u  L i k e ?  

In my sophomore year of high school, I had the 

opportunity to attend a leadership seminar. At one 

point, students were matched up with local business 

leaders and given a set of discussion questions. One of 

the questions was, “Whom do you aspire to be like?” I 

replied that I did not want to follow in anyone’s 

footsteps because I had my own goals and aspirations. 

I was not a Christian yet, but I still realized the 

arrogance of my response as soon as I said it. The 

businesswoman I was matched up with seemed a bit 

shocked, but she just smirked and tried not to laugh. 
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A lot of people today would probably give a similar 

response to what I said. Our culture emphasizes 

individuality to the extreme, but believers should be 

different. As the name Christian implies, we are 

supposed to be like Jesus. The believers in 

Thessalonica understood that the pursuit of Christ-like 

character is essential to Christianity. Paul commended 

them for their pursuit of it in 1 Thessalonians 1. 

Beginning in the middle of verse 5 and continuing 

down into the first part of verse 6, he said, 

You know what kind of men we proved to be 

among you for your sake. And you became 

imitators of us and of the Lord. 

Paul wanted to be like Jesus, and he called people to 

follow in his footsteps. But what is Jesus like? If left to 

our own speculation, we might answer that question in 

ways that fit into our culture and our personal 

preferences. But in several of his letters, Paul 

highlighted specific aspects of Christ’s character. 

In Romans 13:14 he said, “But put on the Lord Jesus 

Christ and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its 

desires.” In other words, Jesus was holy. He resisted 

the temptation of sinful desires. In the verse 



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

32 

beforehand Paul mentions behaviors like drunkenness, 

sexual immorality, quarreling, and jealousy. Are we 

becoming like Christ by resisting sinful impulses? 

In Philippians 2, Paul pointed out the humility of 

Jesus. He emptied himself, took the form of a servant, 

was born in the likeness of men, and gave his life on the 

cross. Paul said that believers should have the same 

mindset. In verses 3 and 4 he said, “Do nothing from 

selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count 

others more significant than yourselves. Let each of 

you look not only to his own interests, but also to the 

interests of others.” Are we imitating his humble 

servanthood? 

In Ephesians 5:2, Paul called believers to copy the love 

of Christ. He said, “And walk in love, as Christ loved us 

and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and 

sacrifice to God.” When we walk in love, we are also 

imitating God the Father. In fact, later in the chapter 

he instructs husbands to show this sacrificial Christ-

like love toward their wives. Are we growing in love? 

So, Christianity is about becoming Christ-like. But how 

do you do that? How can you truly change? Is it just a 
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matter of will power? We find the answer in the next 

question. 
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Q u e s t i o n  2  

W h a t  D o  Y o u  A c c e p t ?  

Filters are a normal part of life. We use them to purify 

our drinking water or to make coffee. We have them on 

our cars to clean the gas, the oil, and the air. They strain 

out the bad and let the good flow through.  

In a sense, we all have mental filters to determine 

whether to accept or reject various ideas, but there is a 

problem. As fallen people, we are all inclined to strain 

out the truth about God’s authority, our sinfulness, and 

the saving grace of the gospel of Christ. We might even 

interact with these ideas intellectually without ever 

accepting them. But for salvation to occur, for people 
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to start down the path of becoming like Jesus, they 

must receive the Gospel. In 1 Thessalonians 1:6, Paul 

describes how the Thessalonian Christians responded. 

He says, 

And you became imitators of us and of the 

Lord, for you received the word in much 

affliction, with the joy of the Holy Spirit. 

The word that they received was Paul's gospel. It was 

the message about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God, 

who became human, died for our sins, rose from the 

dead, ascended into heaven until he returns to judge 

and to rule all creation. They did not just intellectually 

accept these ideas as true. They welcomed them into 

their hearts. They believed them and were saved 

through their faith. 

So, how does receiving the word relate to affliction? 

When you welcome the gospel into your heart, it takes 

up residence. Biblical truth becomes your new filter. 

You begin to reject ideas and behaviors that you 

previously accepted. But this change makes the people 

who still accept those ideas and behaviors 

uncomfortable. They might just drift apart, but 

sometimes they become critical, hateful, and even 
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physically violent. The opposition in Thessalonica was 

so intense that Paul was forced to leave the city after a 

few weeks. 

But the truth of the gospel also colors how we view 

affliction. Paul says that the Thessalonians experienced 

the joy of the Holy Spirit. Ironically, opposition from 

unbelievers can confirm our faith. Acts 5, for instance, 

tells how the Jewish council in Jerusalem beat some of 

the apostles and told them to no longer speak in the 

name of Jesus. But verse 41 says, “Then they left the 

presence of the council, rejoicing that they were 

counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name.” You 

cannot have that kind of outlook unless the Holy Spirit 

is working in you through the word of God. 

What is your filter? What do you accept? Have you 

received the gospel of Christ into your life? Is it shaping 

your beliefs and your behavior? Are you willing to 

believe in the face of opposition, even considering it an 

honor? 
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Q u e s t i o n  3  

W h o  A r e  Y o u  I m p a c t i n g ?  

When I was growing up, my grandmother had an old 

typewriter. Using it was an entirely different 

experience from typing on my laptop. It required much 

more force because you were moving a mechanical arm 

with the shape of a letter molded into its head. You had 

to hit the key hard enough for that arm to swing up, hit 

the inked ribbon and slam it into the paper.  

Every Christian is like one of those letters. God wants 

to use us to impact other people. He wants to 

communicate his message through the transformation 

of our lives. In 1 Thessalonians 1:6-7, Paul commends 
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the Thessalonians for the impact that they were having. 

He says, 

And you became imitators of us and of the 

Lord, for you received the word in much 

affliction, with the joy of the Holy Spirit, so 

that you became an example to all the 

believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. 

So, the impact was probably not from the example of 

one Christian alone. It was the church as a whole, the 

entire group. Even though they were new Christians, 

the news of their conversion, their spiritual growth, 

and their joy in the face of opposition was setting an 

example. Other churches were hearing about them and 

were inspired to emulate them. 

How can a group of believers have this kind of impact? 

To be an example as a church to other churches, the 

Thessalonians had to be examples to each other within 

their local church. If most of the spiritual growth and 

maturity in a church is found in one person or a small 

handful of people, the church will never be healthy. The 

church is a body. Everyone must be growing and 

changing. In Ephesians 4:15-16, Paul wrote, 
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Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to 

grow up in every way into him who is the 

head, into Christ, from whom the whole 

body, joined and held together by every joint 

with which it is equipped, when each part is 

working properly, makes the body grow so 

that it builds itself up in love. 

So, Christianity cannot be an exclusively individual 

pursuit. Each believer must actively grow, serve, and 

encourage others to grow. If you withdraw from other 

believers, you cut yourself off from being part of that 

dynamic. You will not contribute anything to it or 

receive anything from it. We grow toward pure 

Christianity together. We need each other. So, who are 

you impacting? 
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Q u e s t i o n  4  

W h a t  A r e  Y o u  T a l k i n g  A b o u t ?   

When a single drop of water hits the surface of a calm 

pool, the ripples radiate across the surface. If it begins 

to rain, the water becomes chaotic as the ripples 

collide.  But if the impact is strong and focused it can 

create a wave. Our words have a similar effect. They 

spread far and wide. If they are random and unfocused, 

they just contribute to the chaos. But if they are focused 

and empowered by the Lord, they can move people in 

powerful ways.  
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Even as new Christians, the testimony of the 

Thessalonians was spreading. In 1 Thessalonians 1:8, 

Paul said, 

For not only has the word of the Lord 

sounded forth from you in Macedonia and 

Achaia, but your faith in God has gone forth 

everywhere, so that we need not say 

anything. 

Jesus gave his followers a clear mission. It was not to 

alleviate poverty in the world, though we should do 

what we can to meet people’s needs. It was not to 

advocate for a moral society, though that may happen 

if enough people turn to the Lord. Luke 24:46-47 tells 

us that Jesus said,  

Thus it is written, that the Christ should 

suffer and on the third day rise from the 

dead, and that repentance for the forgiveness 

of sins should be proclaimed in his name to 

all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 

The Thessalonian Christians understood this mission. 

They were echoing the word of the Lord that they heard 

from Paul.  They were talking about the gospel. They 

were telling their friends and neighbors about salvation 

in Christ, and the message was reverberating 
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throughout their region and beyond. Their widespread 

influence may be due in part to the fact that 

Thessalonica was a busy commercial center for the 

area. But they may have also reached out to other towns 

around the city. 

So, pure Christianity is evangelistic. We must pray for 

lost people to be saved. We must reach out to people in 

a way that reflects the kindness and grace of God. We 

must speak the truth of the gospel and avoid saying 

anything that would detract from it. What are you 

talking about? 
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Q u e s t i o n  5  

W h o  A r e  Y o u  S e r v i n g ?  

When I go somewhere with my family, I usually end up 

being the one behind the wheel. At this point, anyone 

else in the family could drive. They are all capable. So, 

you might assume that I just like being in control, and 

I confess that you would not be entirely wrong. But I 

am not always the one who decides where to go. 

Sometimes we do not go where I would like. Sometimes 

we go places that I would rather not. It is just a small 

part of serving my family. 

I think the same dynamic applies to our lives on a 

larger scale. You are the one behind the wheel. But who 



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

44 

decides where you are headed? Pure Christianity is 

focused on serving God, and the Thessalonian 

Christians understood this idea. In 1 Thessalonians 1:9, 

Paul says, 

For they themselves report concerning us the 

kind of reception we had among you, and 

how you turned to God from idols to serve 

the living and true God. 

Idolatrous religion was common in the ancient world. 

The Greeks worshipped a pantheon of deities. A large 

city like Thessalonica would have several temples 

where offerings could be presented before sculptures of 

these gods. But people did not really look to the gods to 

set the course for their lives. They gave offerings 

because they wanted blessings from the gods: fertility, 

health, prosperity, or victory in war. So, people never 

really serve an idol. Idolatry is all about getting a god 

to serve you. 

The Thessalonians turned away from idolatry to the 

one true and living God. But even when you worship 

the right God, it is still possible to do it in an idolatrous 

way. Rather than letting him set the course, you try to 

do enough religious activity to get him on board with 
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your direction. You make it all about you, not about 

him. But that was not how the Thessalonian Christians 

lived, they were focused on genuinely serving God. 

That is genuine worship. 

Who do you serve? Who sets the direction for your life? 

I fear that a lot of people who claim to be Christians, 

are just trying to get God to do what they want. Let’s 

serve the Lord.  
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Q u e s t i o n  6  

W h a t  A r e  Y o u  W a i t i n g  F o r ?   

My wife and I were married on a Friday night at the end 

of finals week during my junior year of college. As you 

might expect, that semester was not my best 

academically. I got confused about the final exam 

schedule and showed up for one class halfway through 

the allotted time. I was so far behind in another class 

that I applied for an extension to complete the work 

over the summer. My focus was elsewhere. I was 

intently waiting for that Friday night. 

In ancient Israel, waiting for a wedding was more 

complicated. They did not select an exact day or time. 
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People had a general idea when it would happen, but 

they had to wait until someone came to notify them 

that everything was ready. This experience was familiar 

to Jesus’ listeners, so he used it to illustrate how they 

should wait for his return. Matthew 25 records a story 

he told about virgins with oil lamps who were waiting 

to accompany the bridegroom in his procession to the 

celebration. Five of them were prepared and waiting 

with oil for their lamps. They followed him to the feast 

when he came. But the five who were not ready, ended 

up being left out. 

Pure Christianity is focused on waiting for Jesus to 

return. Here again the Thessalonians grasped this vital 

truth. As we read from 1 Thessalonians 1:9 down into 

verse 10, we learn that they turned to God from idols, 

to serve the living and true God,  

and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom 

he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers 

us from the wrath to come. 

When Jesus comes, believers will experience several 

amazing blessings. In 1 Corinthians 15:53, Paul speaks 

of believers becoming immortal and receiving 

imperishable bodies. We will see in 1 Thessalonians 4, 
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that Christians who have died will be raised from the 

dead and reunited with those who are alive to live 

together in the presence of Christ. Our battle against 

sin and temptation will be over. So, in Titus 2:13, Paul 

speaks of believers waiting for the blessed hope. 

Here in 1 Thessalonians 1:10, Paul says that Jesus will 

deliver us from the wrath to come. Sometimes the word 

wrath is used in a general sense to describe God’s anger 

over sin. Paul uses the word this way in Romans 1:18 

when he says, “For the wrath of God is revealed from 

heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of 

men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the 

truth.” So, in this sense, wrath is an attribute of God. 

Sin always provokes his anger.  

But 1 Thessalonians 1:10 speaks of “the wrath to come.” 

This is a specific event, a future time when God will 

express his anger. In Romans 2:5, Paul speaks of a day 

of wrath when God’s righteous judgment is revealed. 

So, many Christians interpret “the wrath to come” as a 

reference to the judgment day. They see this 

deliverance as a reference to salvation. Believers will 

not be condemned at the judgment but will enter 

eternal life. 
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But in the book of Revelation, the term “wrath” is often 

used to describe the series of cataclysmic events that 

will happen before Christ returns. If Paul had this 

meaning in mind in 1 Thessalonians 1:10, then this 

deliverance would come before judgment day. It would 

refer to Christ rescuing believers from the earth before 

that period of cataclysmic events. So, some Christians 

refer to this idea as a pretribulational rapture, and I 

think our study of subsequent passages in the letters to 

the Thessalonians will show that this is probably what 

Paul was talking about. 

But no matter how you understand “the wrath to 

come,” we must not lose sight of the main point. The 

Thessalonians were waiting for Jesus, and we should 

be too. We must be ready and watching for our Savior. 

We must set our hope on him. We must see his return 

as the ultimate answer to our burdens, the completion 

of our earthly race. What are you waiting for? 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

God wants us to purify our Christianity. He wants us to 

become more and more Christ-like. To do that, we 

must accept the gospel and all biblical truth as the filter 

for our knowledge and our values. We must impact one 

another through our example and echo out the 

message of the gospel to the lost. We must serve God 

with a heart of worship and focus our hope on Christ’s 

coming. 

Have you ever truly turned to God? Are you serving 

him? You could spend your entire life praying, 

attending church, and being a moral person with the 

goal of getting God to go along with your plans. But that 

is not Christianity. That is a form of idolatry. So, if that 

has been your outlook, I urge you to repent and to start 

serving the Lord. If you want to learn more about this 

change of heart, I recommend that you read chapter 4 

in the New Testament Epistle of James. 

If you are serving God, has your Christianity become 

watered down? What needs to change? On which 

question do you need to focus? I encourage you to pick 

one and find other key passages that address it. 
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Meditate on those and pray that God would help you 

grow. Your fellow believers need you to grow. The 

world needs to see and hear about your faith. 

May God be glorified! 

  



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

52 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How does this passage compare with your 

understanding of Christianity? What points would 

you add? What biblical support can you offer for 

those points? 

 

 

 

2. How would you evaluate the purity of your 

Christianity? What points are strongest for you? 

Which ones are weakest? 

 

 

 

3. What steps could you take this week to grow on 

your weak points? What are some other passages on 

which you could meditate? 
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3  

S P I R I T U A L  L E A D E R S H I P  

1  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  2 : 1 - 1 2  

Advertisers use a variety of tactics to convince us to buy 

their products. They say that it will make us part of the 

in-crowd. They tell us that it will demonstrate our great 

wisdom and make us the envy of our neighbors. They 

appeal to our emotions and play on our fears. They 

apply pressure by speaking of limited quantities or a 

limited time offer. We learn to be skeptical of such 
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claims in the marketplace, but we may not be prepared 

to resist if we hear them from spiritual leaders. 

I have summed up the focus of 1 and 2 Thessalonians 

as “Waiting for Jesus.” In 1 Thessalonians 1:10, Paul 

described the Christians in Thessalonica as waiting for 

God’s Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, 

Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come. This 

anticipation of Christ’s return is an essential part of 

Christianity, but end times teaching can also be 

misused by false teachers to take advantage of 

unsuspecting believers. They entice people with being 

part of an inner circle that understands hidden 

knowledge. They play on their emotions and fears of 

coming judgment. Ultimately, they exploit the urgency 

of the end times to pressure them to give money. 

The Bible often alerts believers to this danger. Moses 

warned of false prophets, and we find references to 

them throughout the Old Testament accounts of 

Israel’s history. Jesus advised his followers to watch 

out for them and Paul does as well. Since the First 

Century, countless charlatans have exploited people 

with false teaching about the end times. The most 
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successful ones formed cults that continue to deceive 

people today. 

In 1 Thessalonians, it sounds as if Paul has been 

accused of using such tactics. He defends himself in 

verses 1-12 of chapter 2 by appealing to what the 

Thessalonians know about him. As he does so, he 

presents three compelling pictures of spiritual 

leadership. These pictures give us a helpful outline to 

follow as we unpack the details of these verses. 

If you have ever experienced the abuse of authority in 

the church, I think you will be deeply encouraged by 

this passage. This is the kind of leadership that we want 

and need. It resonates with us, but it also sets an 

example for us. As members of Christ’s body, we must 

all seek to build one another up. Every believer is called 

to exercise spiritual leadership like this. We should all 

aspire to follow Paul’s example. 
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P i c t u r e  1  

A  F a i t h f u l  A m b a s s a d o r  

In epic tales of ancient kings, we hear of individuals 

who served as heralds. In some cases, the arrival of 

these royal messengers would be announced with 

trumpet fanfare. They had no real power of their own, 

but they were also far more than letter carriers. They 

came as ambassadors of their king, speaking with his 

full authority. 

Paul served in a similar capacity. He possessed a 

unique authority as an apostle. He was a sent one, an 

emissary of Jesus Christ. He received revelation 

directly from the Lord and spoke on his behalf. His 
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ministry helped lay the foundation for the New 

Testament church. Even today, his letters continue to 

shape our beliefs. 

Even though we are not apostles, every Christian is still 

called to serve as an ambassador for God. In 2 

Corinthians 5, Paul argues that everyone who has been 

reconciled to God through Christ has been given the 

ministry of reconciliation. God has entrusted his 

message of reconciliation to us. So, in verse 20, Paul 

says, “Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God 

making his appeal through us. We implore you on 

behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.” 

So, what are the characteristics of a faithful 

ambassador? Paul tells us in 1 Thessalonians 2:1-6. 

One characteristic is boldness. In verses 1 and 2, Paul 

writes, 

For you yourselves know, brothers, that our 

coming to you was not in vain. But though we 

had already suffered and been shamefully 

treated at Philippi, as you know, we had 

boldness in our God to declare to you the 

gospel of God in the midst of much conflict. 
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Acts 16 tells us what happened in Philippi. As Paul and 

Silas proclaimed the gospel, they were accused of 

advocating customs that were not lawful for Romans. 

The city magistrates did not bother to investigate, 

however. To pacify the crowd, they immediately had 

Paul and Silas stripped, beaten, and thrown in jail, even 

though it was unlawful to treat Roman citizens this 

way. But the Lord worked through these 

circumstances. The jailer and his household became 

Christians, and the magistrates ended up apologizing.  

Paul’s experience in Philippi might have led him to be 

more guarded in the next town. He might have been 

slower to speak. He might have watered down parts of 

the message that people would find offensive. He might 

have presented Christianity as just another option for 

people to include in their religious mix. But the 

Thessalonians knew that Paul did not succumb to these 

temptations. He spoke boldly not arrogantly or 

obnoxiously but openly and clearly. We must do the 

same no matter what opposition we face. 

A second characteristic of a faithful ambassador is 

integrity. In verses 3 and 4, Paul says, 
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For our appeal does not spring from error or 

impurity or any attempt to deceive, but just 

as we have been approved by God to be 

entrusted with the gospel, so we speak, not to 

please man, but to please God who tests our 

hearts. 

Here we see some of the accusations that may have 

been leveled at Paul. Some might have said that he was 

wrong about Jesus. How could he be the Son of God? 

How could he grant salvation as a gift? Some might 

have accused Paul of impure motives. In 2 Timothy 3:6, 

he warned Timothy about false teachers taking 

advantage of women. Perhaps people were fabricating 

stories like this about Paul. Sadly, such immorality 

seems all too common in the church today. Others 

might have claimed that Paul was knowingly 

misleading people.  

Paul responded by revealing his true motive. God 

appointed him to this role and chose to entrust the 

gospel to him, so he aspired to please God. He was not 

focused on satisfying the crowds or on adjusting his 

message to fit their desires. He maintained integrity in 

his life and ministry because he knew that God would 
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test his heart. This awareness compelled him to live 

with integrity. 

A third characteristic of a faithful ambassador is 

selflessness. In verses 5 and 6, Paul adds, 

For we never came with words of flattery, as 

you know, nor with a pretext for greed--God 

is witness. Nor did we seek glory from 

people, whether from you or from others, 

though we could have made demands as 

apostles of Christ. 

Those in positions of authority face the temptation to 

become self-serving. They flatter people to enlist a 

bigger following. They look for ways to extract financial 

profit. They keep seeking personal glory and power. 

They become more and more demanding. It would be 

easy to accuse Paul of operating this way, but the 

Thessalonians knew that he did not. The motivation for 

his selflessness was his awareness that God is always 

watching. He is our witness. So, as a faithful 

ambassador, Paul selflessly served his king. 

What about you? Are you a faithful ambassador? 

Do you represent the Lord in what you say and in how 

you live? Are you bold in speaking the gospel? Is your 
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life marked by integrity and selflessness? We must 

remember that God has made us his ambassadors, and 

he will test our hearts.  

  



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

62 

P i c t u r e  2  

A  G e n t l e  M o t h e r  

There is a battle in our world today over defining 

gender. Some people are determined to overthrow 

stereotypes by rejecting any differences between male 

or female. Some reject those categories altogether. 

Others push traditional ideas about masculinity and 

femininity to the extreme, claiming biblical support for 

doing so. Paul’s words in 1 Thessalonians 2:7-8 

challenge both sides. 

He points to a nursing mother with her newborn child 

as the picture of gentleness. But he uses this feminine 
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quality to characterize his own approach to spiritual 

leadership. Paul reminds the Thessalonians, 

But we were gentle among you, like a nursing 

mother taking care of her own children. So, 

being affectionately desirous of you, we were 

ready to share with you not only the gospel of 

God but also our own selves, because you had 

become very dear to us. 

The NIV and NLT present a different reading of verse 

7. They use the word “children” instead of “gentle.” We 

find this variation in some ancient manuscripts of 1 

Thessalonians. But saying, “we were children” seems to 

contradict the next phrase, “like a nursing mother.” So, 

other English translations use the word gentle. In 

Greek, the difference is only one letter repeated from 

the end of the previous word, so it was probably a 

simple scribal mistake that was passed on. 

In verse 8, Paul seems to expand upon this picture of 

motherly care. Just as mothers exhaust themselves to 

meet the needs of their children, Paul and his 

coworkers poured their lives into the Thessalonians. 

They were not just doing a job or fulfilling a mission. 

They had a genuine love for them.  
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When spiritual leaders follow traditional ideas of 

masculinity, they fail to show gentleness. If Paul’s 

example here does not seem enough to prove the 

importance of this characteristic, we can also look to 

the example of Jesus. Matthew 11:28-30 tells us that he 

said, 

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy 

laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke 

upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle 

and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 

your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my 

burden is light. 

The gentleness of Jesus stood in stark contrast with the 

Pharisees of his day. Their approach to spiritual 

leadership was to burden people with extra-biblical 

rules and traditions. When their followers failed to 

obey these regulations, they would use intellectual 

intimidation and emotional manipulation to bully 

them into submission. They even tried these tactics on 

Jesus. By calling his yoke easy and light, Jesus does not 

mean that he was more permissive. His teaching is 

deeply convicting because he focuses on the heart. But 

he patiently reached out to people with grace, rather 

than judgment and scorn. He is the friend of sinners. 
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Jesus used a different word for gentleness than Paul 

did in 1 Thessalonians 2, but the word he used still has 

a feminine connection.  Peter used it in 1 Peter 3:3-4 to 

describe the character of a godly woman. He said, 

Do not let your adorning be external--the 

braiding of hair and the putting on of gold 

jewelry, or the clothing you wear--but let 

your adorning be the hidden person of the 

heart with the imperishable beauty of a 

gentle and quiet spirit, which in God's sight 

is very precious. 

Perhaps the most helpful passage to sort out how 

gentleness must shape spiritual leadership is 2 

Timothy 2:24-26. There Paul gives these instructions 

to Timothy: 

And the Lord's servant must not be 

quarrelsome but kind to everyone, able to 

teach, patiently enduring evil, correcting his 

opponents with gentleness. God may 

perhaps grant them repentance leading to a 

knowledge of the truth, and they may come 

to their senses and escape from the snare of 

the devil, after being captured by him to do 

his will. 
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Spiritual leadership is never easy. People are not 

always teachable. They can be obstinate and 

quarrelsome, and in such situations, leaders are 

tempted to respond harshly. But this passage shows 

three realities that we need to remember as we interact 

with challenging people. First, the devil is working to 

ensnare them in wrong ways of thinking and sinful 

behavior. They are still responsible for their behavior, 

but we must remember that they are under attack. 

Second, no matter how difficult they may seem, God 

may choose to open their eyes and grant them 

repentance. Third, since God has shown patience and 

kindness toward us, we should show the same toward 

others as his ambassadors. 

So, we should approach spiritual leadership as a 

faithful ambassador and as a gentle mother, lovingly 

pouring ourselves into others. 
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P i c t u r e  3  

A n  E n c o u r a g i n g  F a t h e r  

Fathers are not always encouraging. Some have been 

ensnared by the devil to do his will. Others may be 

walking with the Lord but have succumbed to the same 

traditional stereotypes that I mentioned earlier. They 

resort to harshness or disinterest, but some are 

encouraging, and for that we should be grateful. 

Whether our experiences with our fathers have been 

good or bad, we still have a strong sense of what a godly 

father should be. It is the impression left upon us by 

our perfect heavenly Father. 
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Paul pursued that ideal in his approach to spiritual 

leadership. In 1 Thessalonians 2:9-12, he says, 

For you remember, brothers, our labor and 

toil: we worked night and day, that we might 

not be a burden to any of you, while we 

proclaimed to you the gospel of God. You are 

witnesses, and God also, how holy and 

righteous and blameless was our conduct 

toward you believers. For you know how, like 

a father with his children, we exhorted each 

one of you and encouraged you and charged 

you to walk in a manner worthy of God, who 

calls you into his own kingdom and glory. 

Paul’s testimony here demonstrates three ways to 

provide fatherly encouragement. The first is through 

work. Acts 18:3 tells us that Paul was a tentmaker by 

trade. So, as he traveled from city to city, he was able to 

earn enough income to support himself. He taught 

churches to give financial support to those who devote 

their time to ministry (1 Cor 9:1-14; Gal 6:6; 1 Tim 5:17-

18). But he often chose to forego such support 

personally to highlight the free gift of God’s grace in the 

gospel (1 Cor 9:16-18).  

In 2 Thessalonians 3, Paul says that some believers 

were avoiding work and taking advantage of people’s 
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generosity. Such behavior hinders the church’s 

testimony before the world. So, he called Christians to 

glorify God through their hard work (Col 3:23; 1 Th 

4:11), and he set a clear example for them to follow.  

Paul also encouraged the Thessalonians, secondly, 

through his character. He was confident that they 

recognized his conduct toward them to be holy, 

righteous, and blameless. These terms could be seen as 

synonyms, but they each bring out a slightly different 

emphasis. To be holy is to be set apart, devoted to God. 

To be righteous is to live justly, following God’s 

commands. To be blameless is to relate to others with 

integrity that is beyond accusation or reproach. All 

believers are called to display this kind of character, so 

it is vitally important for spiritual leadership. 

Third, Paul encouraged the Thessalonians through his 

words. In verse 12, he says that he exhorted, 

encouraged, and charged them. To exhort is literally to 

call alongside. We might picture a coach giving advice 

from the sidelines. To encourage is to speak words of 

comfort in the hard times. To charge is to speak with a 

gravity and seriousness that flows from God’s truth. 
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His goal through it all is for them to walk worthy of 

God’s call in their lives. 

So, spiritual leadership is not about running an 

organization. It is not about budgets, programs, events, 

or curriculum. Those things are not bad, but we must 

remember that the church is not a business, a show, or 

a school. It is a spiritual family. In 1 Timothy 5:1-2, Paul 

told his young coworker, “Do not rebuke an older man 

but encourage him as you would a father, younger men 

as brothers, older women as mothers, younger women 

as sisters, in all purity.” 

God uses these sorts of relationships to bring about 

spiritual growth in our lives. You cannot participate in 

the church as a passive spectator. We must make the 

effort to know each other beyond the superficialities. 

We must focus on helping each other walk worthy, on 

becoming more like Christ. We must pray for one 

another, set an example in our behavior, and 

encourage each other with God’s truth. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

As we wait for Jesus, God wants us all to exercise 

spiritual leadership. We must be like a faithful 

ambassador speaking with boldness and living with 

integrity and selflessness. We must be like a gentle 

mother, lovingly pouring ourselves into others. We 

must be like an encouraging father in our work, our 

character, and our words. 

Of course, none of this is possible until you become a 

child of God. You are not a part of the family until you 

are born again by faith in Christ. He is the gentle 

Savior. His yoke is easy, and his burden is light. If you 

have never done so, I invite you to believe in him. If you 

want to learn more about what it means to become a 

child of God, I encourage you to read the third chapter 

of First John.  

If you are part of the family, are you having an 

influence? Does your life reflect the holiness and love 

of Christ? Perhaps you need to work at reaching out to 

people both outside the church and within. Share your 

life with people. Get to know them. Pray for them. Look 
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for opportunities to speak the truth in love. May Christ 

build his church! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How does Paul’s description of spiritual leadership 

in this passage compare with your church 

experience? 

 

 

2. How are you currently exercising spiritual 

leadership? What else could you be doing to 

influence people? 

 

 

3. Which of these pictures of leadership is most 

difficult for you to follow? Why? How can you grow 

in that area?  
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4  

W I T H S T A N D I N G  

S P I R I T U A L  O P P O S I T I O N  

1  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  2 : 1 3 - 2 0  

When you plan a trip on a map, the route seems easy. 

But what looks like a straight line in two-dimensions 

may turn out in three dimensions to be a steep climb 

up a mountain range. You might run into road closures 

or traffic jams. You could have vehicle problems like a 
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blown tire or an overheated engine. So, maps never 

show the full story of what lies ahead. 

I think many of us approach the Christian life with a 

map-level perspective. Once we receive the gift of 

eternal life through faith in Christ, we expect an easy 

path. Proverbs 3:6 says, “In all your ways acknowledge 

him, and he will make straight your paths.” But straight 

is not the same as easy.  

We could appeal to Paul’s words in Romans 8:31, 

where he says, “If God is for us, who can be against us?” 

His point is that the eternal destiny of a true believer is 

completely secure, but he does not mean that the 

journey is free from difficulties. In fact, a few verses 

later, in verse 35, he speaks of believers facing 

tribulation, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, 

danger, and the sword.  

Jesus was also very clear that his followers will face 

intense opposition, but many Christians respond to 

hard times with frustration, bitterness, and even anger. 

Some have been misled by the false teaching of the 

prosperity gospel. They conclude that they are 

suffering because they do not have enough faith. 
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Others have misunderstood end times teaching, 

expecting that the rapture will spare them from real 

opposition. Many assume that God is punishing them. 

The Christians in Thessalonica were relatively new 

believers. They had accepted the gospel and were 

waiting for Jesus, but they were not naive about the 

road ahead. During the few weeks that he had with 

them, Paul prepared them to face the various forms of 

spiritual opposition and they were standing firm. So, in 

1 Thessalonians 2:13-20, he commends them, and as he 

does so, he reviews three resources believers must use 

to withstand spiritual opposition. 

These resources are probably familiar to you. They are 

beliefs that God has given us to counteract the different 

sources of spiritual opposition that we face. But as we 

examine them, you may find that you are not utilizing 

them. Perhaps you fail to do so because you do not 

recognize the full spectrum of opposition. You might 

also be relying on false resources that are not from God, 

so they do not have the power to address these 

concerns. To stand firm we need to draw strength from 

the Lord.  
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R e s o u r c e  1  

T h e  W o r d  o f  G o d  

We have a lot of equipment to connect when we hold 

an outdoor worship service. There are microphones, 

instruments, a sound board, amplifiers, and speakers. 

We also set up a camera, a computer, and an internet 

connection to make video available online. So, it is not 

surprising that things might not work on the first try. 

When that happens our minds start racing, and we 

tend to assume that the problem is some minute 

technical detail. But after tracing our way through the 

system, we often find that we forgot something simple, 

like forgetting to plug an extension cord into an outlet. 
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Never overlook the obvious when things are not 

working. 

For Christians, the obvious first resource is the word of 

God. Paul commends the Thessalonians for their 

reliance upon it in 1 Thessalonians 2:13. He says, 

And we also thank God constantly for this, 

that when you received the word of God, 

which you heard from us, you accepted it not 

as the word of men but as what it really is, the 

word of God, which is at work in you 

believers. 

What did Paul have in mind when he spoke of the word 

of God? These believers probably did not have access 

to any copies of the Old Testament. Those from a 

Jewish background may have had many passages 

memorized. Back in verses 5 and 6 of chapter 1, Paul 

referred to his preaching of the gospel as “the word” 

that the Thessalonian believers received. They 

accepted his teaching as authoritative revelation from 

God.  

Later believers recognized some of the documents 

written by Paul, the other apostles, and those closely 

associated with them as inspired by God. In time these 
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writings were referred to collectively as the New 

Testament. In fact, this letter is one of the earliest. So, 

when we refer to the word of God today, we are 

speaking of both the Old and New Testaments. 

Paul recognized that God’s word was at work in them. 

It has an inherent energy, a creative power. We see it in 

action in Genesis 1 where each step of creation takes 

place as God speaks. So, it should not surprise us that 

the written account of God’s revelation would exert a 

transforming force in people’s lives. David celebrates 

the word in Psalm 19:7-8, by saying, 

The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the 

soul; the testimony of the LORD is sure, 

making wise the simple; the precepts of the 

LORD are right, rejoicing the heart; the 

commandment of the LORD is pure, 

enlightening the eyes. 

The spiritual power of God’s word becomes even more 

clear in the New Testament. In Romans 1:16, Paul says 

that the gospel is the power of God for salvation. In 1 

Peter 1:23, Peter says that we are born again through 

the living and abiding word of God. Then a few verses 

later in chapter 2, he likens God’s word to the milk that 

helps a newborn baby grow healthy and strong. 
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It also leads us to spiritual maturity. In 2 Timothy 3:16-

17, Paul says, 

All Scripture is breathed out by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness, 

that the man of God may be complete, 

equipped for every good work. 

What could possibly oppose the mighty word of God? 

Paul tells us back in 1 Thessalonians 2:13. We face 

constant opposition from within our own deceitful 

hearts. They tell us the lie that the word of God is 

nothing more than the word of men. They say that it 

has no inherent power or authority. They assure us that 

we have the wisdom intuitively to discern whether it is 

true and whether it is worth following. 

This independent approach to knowledge can be traced 

all the way back to the garden of Eden. Before Eve ate 

from the forbidden tree, she decided to ignore God’s 

instructions about it. Instead, she decided to trust her 

own evaluation of it. Despite God’s revelation to the 

contrary, she concluded that the tree was good for food, 

a delight to the eyes, and desirable to make one wise. 

Her foolish choice divorced human beings from a 
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relationship with God and plunged us into a state of 

sin, condemnation, sickness, and death. 

How do we overcome the opposition of a sinful heart? 

How can we escape the destructive paths down which 

it leads us? We must accept the word of God for what it 

truly is. We must believe that it is completely true and 

authoritative. We must seek to know it and understand 

it. We must allow it to determine our values, direct our 

choices, and judge our thoughts and intentions. We 

must trust that the Spirit of God will use it to transform 

us. Are you withstanding the opposition of the heart? 

Is God’s Word at work in you? 
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R e s o u r c e  2  

T h e  J u s t i c e  o f  G o d  

Would you rather have a referee or a judge? A referee 

is directly involved in the game. When he notices 

someone breaking the rules, he intervenes 

immediately. A penalty is handed out and the game 

continues. Sometimes you can get away with things 

when the referee is not looking. 

But a judge does not intervene when things are 

happening. He does not consider the case until after 

the events have occurred. He reviews evidence from a 

variety of sources. He hears arguments from both 
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sides. So, you might wait a long time for him to bring 

justice. 

Many religions relate to their gods as referees in the 

game of life. They try to keep them happy to avoid any 

penalties. Some people try to relate to the God of the 

Bible that way too, but that is not how Scripture 

describes him. If he were a referee, we would have been 

kicked out of the game a long time ago. A referee 

cannot show grace. So, we can be thankful that the one 

true God reveals himself to be the perfect judge. He 

promises to bring ultimate justice in the future. But 

when we believe, he graciously accepts the sacrificial 

death of Christ as the full payment for our sins and he 

declares us to be righteous. 

Now you might assume that after you are saved, God’s 

justice is no longer relevant. But Paul speaks of it as a 

vital resource that helps us withstand another form of 

opposition. In 1 Thessalonians 2:14-16, he says 

For you, brothers, became imitators of the 

churches of God in Christ Jesus that are in 

Judea. For you suffered the same things from 

your own countrymen as they did from the 

Jews, who killed both the Lord Jesus and the 

prophets, and drove us out, and displease 
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God and oppose all mankind by hindering us 

from speaking to the Gentiles that they might 

be saved--so as always to fill up the measure 

of their sins. But wrath has come upon them 

at last! 

This opposition came from people. The Thessalonians 

were persecuted by their fellow countrymen. Acts 17 

tells us that when Paul was in the city, a mob attacked 

the house of a Christian named Jason. They also 

brought charges against him before the local 

authorities. Paul left the area to help calm things down, 

but the animosity must have continued.  

As Paul explains, there is a history of people 

responding this way. The churches in Judea 

experienced it from the Jews. In fact, Paul was actively 

involved in carrying out that persecution prior to his 

conversion. This animosity is consistent with what 

Jesus faced. His crucifixion was orchestrated by the 

Jewish council in Jerusalem and carried out by the 

Roman government. Even before the time of Christ, 

several Old Testament prophets faced threats and 

persecution. Some were even martyred.  
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So, Christians should not be surprised to face similar 

treatment today. There are several governments in the 

world that actively oppose Christianity. In other places, 

believers face rejection and intense animosity from 

neighbors and family members. Jesus anticipated this 

reaction and warned his followers. Matthew 10:25 tells 

us that he said, 

It is enough for the disciple to be like his 

teacher, and the servant like his master. If 

they have called the master of the house 

Beelzebul, how much more will they malign 

those of his household. 

Though we should expect such treatment, I think some 

American Christians have a distorted view of 

persecution. Since Christianity played a dominant role 

in our society in the past, some believers see any 

limitation of that influence as a vicious attack. They 

demand their rights, pursue court cases, and boycott 

businesses with an attitude of angry condescension 

that provokes even more opposition. It seems to me 

that Peter had this sort of conduct in mind in 1 Peter 

4:14-15, where he says, 

If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you 

are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of 
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God rests upon you. But let none of you suffer 

as a murderer or a thief or an evildoer or as a 

meddler. 

Are we facing persecution for Christ or just fighting a 

meddlesome culture war? Christ’s followers are not 

called to moralize society but to preach the gospel to 

the lost. As Paul says in 1 Thessalonians 2:16, our focus 

should be on speaking to people that they might be 

saved. Jews persecuted Paul and the other apostles to 

hinder them from fulfilling that mission, but they did 

not respond with hatred or animosity. Peter spoke of 

counting insults as a blessing.  

How can Christians turn the other cheek in the face of 

opposition from people? It is the justice of God that 

enables us to speak the gospel in love and endure 

persecution with joy. Going back to 1 Thessalonians 

2:16 again, Paul recognized that his opponents were 

filling up the measure of their sins. He was confident 

that they would experience God’s wrath forever. The 

judge will ultimately rule against those who oppose the 

gospel. 

So, our understanding of God’s justice should prompt 

four responses. First, we should be grateful that he has 
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opened our eyes to believe. Second, we should feel 

compassion for those who are blindly hurtling toward 

that fate. Third, we should focus on reaching people 

with the gospel rather than fighting cultural battles 

that will not matter for eternity. Finally, if we are 

mistreated for the cause of Christ, we should be content 

to leave all vengeance in the hands of God. We must 

rely upon the justice of God. 
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R e s o u r c e  3  

T h e  R e t u r n  o f  C h r i s t  

Every race has a finish line. Runners may be weary and 

sore, but they push hard to win the prize. They press 

themselves forward knowing that there will be an end. 

They look forward to seeing friends who will celebrate 

their completion of the course. 

The return of Christ is the finish line for the Christian 

life. That is when our battle with our stubborn deceitful 

hearts will be over. That is when the justice of God will 

be carried out against people who oppose the gospel. 

Revelation 20 tells us that it is also when the Lord will 
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bind Satan and remove his destructive influence from 

the earth. 

Satan is a fallen angel who rebelled against God and 

actively opposes his work. Since the garden of Eden, he 

has tempted people to disobey God. The opening 

chapters of Job tell us that he comes before God to 

accuse believers and to seek permission to afflict us 

with trials. He can orchestrate natural disasters, 

control unsaved people, and inflict physical illness. He 

also inspires false religions and other ideologies that 

blind people to God’s truth. So, he is the true enemy of 

all believers. 

Paul refers to Satan’s opposition in 1 Thessalonians 

2:17-18. He says, 

But since we were torn away from you, 

brothers, for a short time, in person not in 

heart, we endeavored the more eagerly and 

with great desire to see you face to face, 

because we wanted to come to you--I, Paul, 

again and again--but Satan hindered us. 

He does not explain how Satan was hindering him from 

coming. He was undoubtedly the instigator behind the 

hostile mob of people in Thessalonica. But there may 
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have also been other ways that he hindered Paul. Later 

in 2 Corinthians 12:7, Paul mentions a thorn in the 

flesh, a messenger of Satan that was harassing him. 

This thorn could have been a physical sickness or a 

difficult person. We do not know for sure, but perhaps 

this thorn was already afflicting Paul when he wrote to 

the Thessalonians. 

Paul drew comfort, however, from looking ahead to the 

return of Christ. In 1 Thessalonians 2:19-20, he says, 

For what is our hope or joy or crown of 

boasting before our Lord Jesus at his 

coming? Is it not you? For you are our glory 

and joy. 

Paul was confident that Satan’s efforts would 

ultimately fail. He and the Thessalonian believers 

would persevere to the end and would be reunited 

before Christ. Furthermore, their presence would 

confirm that his missionary efforts and the hardship he 

endured were not in vain. When he speaks of a crown 

of boasting, he does not mean that he will boast in his 

own efforts. In Galatians 6:14, he says, “But far be it 

from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus 

Christ.” His boasting will still be in the Lord. He is the 
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one who saved the Thessalonians. But their presence 

will cause Paul’s joy to overflow. 

Other crowns are also mentioned in association with 

Christ’s return. In 2 Timothy 4:8, Paul says, 

Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown 

of righteousness, which the Lord, the 

righteous judge, will award to me on that 

day, and not only to me but also to all who 

have loved his appearing. 

James 1:12 says,  

Blessed is the man who remains steadfast 

under trial, for when he has stood the test he 

will receive the crown of life, which God has 

promised to those who love him. 

As Peter spoke to church elders in 1 Peter 5:4, he said, 

“And when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive 

the unfading crown of glory.” 

So, we are all in a race, and we have a powerful enemy 

that opposes us. But with our faith and hope set on 

Christ, we will be victorious. We will endure to the end 

and reach the finish line. We will receive the prize. We 

will be crowned with righteousness, life, and glory, and 

that joy will be all the sweeter when we have labored to 
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bring others along with us. We need to keep the return 

of Christ in focus.  

C o n c l u s i o n  

Every believer faces spiritual opposition. Our own 

hearts deceive us. People may reject us and persecute 

us. Satan seeks to hinder our growth and service to 

God. But God has given us the powerful resources of 

his word, his justice, and his reward at the return of 

Christ. 

For some of you, this outlook may be entirely foreign. 

Perhaps you have been completely unaware of spiritual 

realities like the existence of God, Satan, sin, judgment, 

or salvation. If so, I encourage you to begin to accept 

the word of God. Begin to read the Bible and to learn 

the good news about how Jesus purchased forgiveness 

for us through his death and resurrection. In light of 

what we have talked about today, the first two chapters 

of 1 Corinthians in the New Testament would be a good 

place to start. 

If you are a believer, how are you doing in running the 

race? Do you need to focus on one of these resources? 
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Are you drawing strength from the word? Are you 

living in light of God’s justice? Are you looking forward 

to Christ’s return? Perhaps you know someone who 

needs to hear the word, but you fear rejection. Would 

you take the risk and begin to share it with them? You 

could be the one that God uses to lead them to eternal 

life. 

May the hope of Christ fill our hearts! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How does this passage change your understanding 

of the opposition that we face? 

 

 

2. Which resource do you rely upon most? How so? 

 

 

3. Which resource do you rely upon least? Why? How 

can you begin to change that? 
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5  

B U I L D I N G  S P I R I T U A L  S T A B I L I T Y  

1  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  3 : 1 - 1 3  

Since I first became a Christian over thirty years ago, I 

have known many people who claimed to believe in 

Christ but ended up turning away from the faith. They 

seem to follow two distinct paths.  

For some Christianity is nothing more than a flat ritual. 

They may have been raised in the church, but they 

never invested much effort into exploring the faith 

personally. They just skirt along its edges while 
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heading on a course of their own choosing. Eventually, 

their path simply diverges, and they gradually drift 

away. 

Then there is another group for whom Christianity is 

an intense emotional journey with great ups and 

downs. Turmoil in the world or in their personal lives 

drives them to the church. Perhaps they hear of end 

times events and coming judgment and are filled with 

fear. They turn to Christ in a dramatic mountain top 

experience and then immerse themselves in church 

activities.  The flat ritual people envy their passion. But 

the enthusiasm of these newcomers often gets diverted 

to something else and they lose interest as quickly as 

they gained it.  

The Christians in Thessalonica had some things in 

common with this second group. Paul was only with 

them for a few weeks, but they experienced a dramatic 

conversion, and they were waiting for Jesus to return. 

Paul was grateful for their response, but also deeply 

concerned. Opposition forced him to leave their city. 

So, he kept moving on, making his way south along the 

coastline of Greece. But he sent his coworker Timothy 

back to check on the Thessalonians, and when Timothy 
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returned Paul wrote this letter to them. So, Timothy’s 

report was the basis for Paul’s thanksgiving and his 

words of commendation that we have considered in the 

first two chapters.  

In chapter 3, Paul recounts this story of sending 

Timothy and hearing back. As he does so, we gain 

insight as to how he worked to build spiritual stability 

in the lives of the Thessalonians. He used three 

strategies to help them develop a strong and growing 

faith, and I think these strategies apply to us in two 

ways. We all need to receive this kind of help, and we 

all need to give this kind of help. 

These strategies should sound familiar after reading 1 

Thessalonians 2. There Paul pictured his approach to 

spiritual leadership as being like a faithful ambassador, 

a gentle mother, and an encouraging father. Then he 

talked about three forms of opposition that believers 

face and the resources that God gives us to withstand 

them. We counter our deceitful hearts with the word of 

God, we turn the other cheek to hostile people by 

trusting the justice of God, and we resist Satan’s attacks 

by looking forward to the return of Christ. These 



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

96 

strategies in chapter three put all the ideas from 

chapter 2 into action. 
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S t r a t e g y  1  

G o s p e l  E d i f i c a t i o n  

When you undertake a project, it is important to use 

the right tool. If the goal is to tear something down, 

then a heavy sledgehammer is great. Its weight will 

crack concrete and splinter wood. But if your goal is to 

build something new or to reinforce something that is 

weak, then a sledgehammer will do more harm than 

good. 

There are times when spiritual demolition is needed in 

the life of the church. In books like Galatians, Paul tears 

down false teaching that contradicts the gospel. But 

even there, his arguments are still precise. He does not 
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flail around indiscriminately with a sledgehammer. 

You might say that he uses a chisel to skillfully shear off 

the error from the truth. 

But some in the church do not seem to recognize the 

careful craftsmanship needed in handling God’s truth. 

They approach every issue with a sledgehammer. The 

only good preaching in their view is angry, 

confrontational, and condemning. Everything else is 

supposedly shallow or watered-down. But this 

assumption does not square with Paul’s example. 

Paul’s first strategy for building spiritual stability in the 

Thessalonians was gospel edification. He wanted to 

strengthen them with the word of God, and that work 

could not be carried out remotely. In 1 Thessalonians 

3:1-2, he wrote, 

Therefore when we could bear it no longer, 

we were willing to be left behind at Athens 

alone, and we sent Timothy, our brother and 

God's coworker in the gospel of Christ, to 

establish and exhort you in your faith, 

Timothy was a young man who at this point had 

probably been accompanying Paul for less than a year. 

Nevertheless, Paul trusted him and viewed him as a co-
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worker because Timothy had a clear understanding of 

the gospel of Christ. It is the good news that Jesus is 

the Son of God who became human, died for our sins, 

and rose again to grant all who believe in him 

forgiveness and eternal life as a gift. It also tells us that 

Christ has sent the Holy Spirit to indwell believers, 

protecting us and gradually transforming us into his 

likeness until he returns to judge the world and reign 

as king. 

Of course, the Thessalonians had already heard the 

gospel from Paul and accepted it. Why would they need 

to hear it again? Timothy’s objective was to establish 

them and exhort them in their faith. Some people 

suppose that to grow spiritually you need to move on 

from the gospel to deeper truths. They turn it into an 

intellectual pursuit focused on history or theology.  

Others emphasize ethical standards or social issues. 

But Paul recognized that believers need to keep hearing 

the gospel. The message of God’s grace reinforces our 

faith and strengthens it. It encourages us with hope and 

energizes us to imitate the love of Christ. The gospel 

builds us up as we allow it to shape our lives.  
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The Thessalonians needed this gospel edification 

because of the opposition they were facing. In 1 

Thessalonians 3:3-4, Paul continued by saying, 

that no one be moved by these afflictions. For 

you yourselves know that we are destined for 

this. For when we were with you, we kept 

telling you beforehand that we were to suffer 

affliction, just as it has come to pass, and just 

as you know. 

Chapter 2 introduced us to this opposition. In addition 

to the struggles in their hearts, people were persecuting 

them, and Satan was working against them. Paul knew 

that this would happen, and he warned them about it. 

When he says, “We are destined for this,” he is not just 

referring to himself and his missionary team. He is 

referring to all believers. 

In a sense, the gospel provokes affliction. To believe in 

God’s forgiveness is to say that he is offended by sin 

and will punish it. But the unbelieving world finds this 

to be judgmental. How dare you claim that everyone 

who does not believe the same as you will be 

condemned by God? Even if you are silent and simply 

avoid sinful behavior, many people will interpret that 

conduct as arrogant and condescending. In 1 Peter 4:4, 
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Peter says, “With respect to this they are surprised 

when you do not join them in the same flood of 

debauchery, and they malign you.” 

Believing the gospel also makes us a target for Satan. 

Apart from salvation, people are captive to his will (2 

Tim 2:26). But when Christ frees us from his power, 

Satan begins to attack. He propagates lies and 

orchestrates temptations and trials. Peter also speaks 

to this opposition in 1 Peter 5:8 by saying, “Be sober-

minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls 

around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.” 

Paul warned the Thessalonians about these afflictions 

when he was with them, but that was not enough. He 

knew that they needed a steady ministry of gospel 

edification to be spiritually stable. So, he sent Timothy 

to help them view their suffering from the standpoint 

of eternity. 

Is the gospel shaping your outlook? Do you seek the 

help of other believers to remind you of it? Are you 

personally making an effort to encourage fellow 

believers with it? 
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S t r a t e g y  2  

P e r s o n a l  C o n n e c t i o n  

I have used this illustration before, but I can think of 

no better picture of personal connection than the giant 

sequoia groves of California. The largest of these trees 

are over 26 stories tall with trunks that are wider than 

a city street at ground level. They are nature’s 

skyscrapers. But to keep a skyscraper upright, builders 

anchor them in dozens of concrete columns that extend 

100 feet or more below the surface. The roots of 

sequoias only go down 6 to 12 feet, far less than other 

trees. They only remain stable because their roots 

intertwine with the other trees around them.  
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To grow in spiritual stability, our lives must become 

intertwined with other Christians. Even someone as 

strong as the Apostle Paul could not stand alone. He 

relied upon deep personal connections, and in 1 

Thessalonians 3:5-8 he describes his dependence upon 

the people there. He says, 

For this reason, when I could bear it no 

longer, I sent to learn about your faith, for 

fear that somehow the tempter had tempted 

you and our labor would be in vain. But now 

that Timothy has come to us from you, and 

has brought us the good news of your faith 

and love and reported that you always 

remember us kindly and long to see us, as we 

long to see you—for this reason, brothers, in 

all our distress and affliction we have been 

comforted about you through your faith. For 

now we live, if you are standing fast in the 

Lord. 

The burden that Paul felt for the Thessalonians was 

certainly due in part to the fact that he had personally 

led them to faith in Christ. He speaks in verse 5 of 

fearing that his labor would be in vain. But the 

connection seems deeper than that alone. He says that 

he found comfort and life in their faith. 
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He was not relying upon them to do something for him. 

They were not supporting him financially. Back in 

verse 9 of chapter 2, he spoke of how he worked to 

provide for his own physical needs. They were not 

present with him to give emotional support. He did not 

expect them to send words of advice or encouragement. 

He just wanted to know that they were standing fast in 

the Lord, resisting the temptation to abandon the faith. 

We live in such an individualistic culture, that it seems 

hard for us to grasp this sort of connection. We may feel 

this way about members of our immediate family, 

particularly our children. But most of us probably do 

not have this level of concern for our fellow Christians. 

We do not relate to the church as the family of God. 

Perhaps we are afraid to care this much for people. The 

risk of disappointment and hurt is great, but what are 

the consequences of failing to establish personal 

connections like this? We cut ourselves off from 

experiencing the love, friendship, and comfort that 

Paul speaks of, thus weakening our own spiritual 

stability. 

We need to recognize that our connections with one 

another are vital to our relationship with God. In 1 
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John 1:3, the Apostle John explains, “That which we 

have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that 

you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our 

fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus 

Christ.” So, fellowship with one another is not merely a 

side benefit of fellowship with God that you can take or 

leave. John presents it as essential to our fellowship 

with the Father and the Son. You cannot have one 

without the other.  

This connection among believers is so important that 

Jesus prayed about it on the night before his 

crucifixion. He saw it as essential to the spread of the 

gospel. John 17:20-21 tells us that he prayed, 

"I do not ask for these only, but also for those 

who will believe in me through their word, 

that they may all be one, just as you, Father, 

are in me, and I in you, that they also may be 

in us, so that the world may believe that you 

have sent me.” 

How can we cultivate this sense of oneness? We must 

work at getting to know each other. We must take an 

interest in each other’s lives, not just about our physical 

well-being, but about our spiritual growth. Our love 

will deepen as we actively engage in gospel edification, 
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seeking to build each other up in the faith. It will also 

grow as we focus on a third strategy that Paul 

mentions. 
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S t r a t e g y  3  

C r u c i a l  S u p p l i c a t i o n  

The shape of a cross carries significant meaning for us 

as Christians. We associate it with the death of Jesus 

for our sins. But people also use the word cross in other 

ways with no thought of Christ. We speak of important 

intersections in a journey as a crossroads. We even take 

that idea of importance and carry it over into the word 

“crucial.”  

From a Christian perspective, nothing is more crucial 

than the issues of judgment and salvation that intersect 

in the crucifixion. Those who believe in Jesus should 

have a clear sense of what is ultimately and eternally 
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important. Those priorities should be reflected in the 

words we say (gospel edification), the ways we relate to 

one another (personal connection), and in the things 

we pray about (crucial supplication).  

We often focus our requests only on the needs and 

concerns of the moment, but Paul demonstrates 

different priorities. In 1 Thessalonians 3:9-10, he says, 

For what thanksgiving can we return to God 

for you, for all the joy that we feel for your 

sake before our God, as we pray most 

earnestly night and day that we may see you 

face to face and supply what is lacking in your 

faith? 

We encountered Paul’s other-focused thanksgiving 

back at the beginning of the letter. By this point in the 

letter, however, we have a better understanding of why 

Paul thought that way. He related to the Thessalonians 

as a gentle mother and an encouraging father. He was 

working to build them up in the gospel and felt that his 

own life was bound up in their spiritual stability. So, 

the good report from Timothy filled him with a deep 

sense of joy.  
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Before Timothy’s arrival, however, Paul focused on 

praying. His urgent and constant request was that God 

would open the way for him to be able to see the 

Thessalonians face to face, to continue their personal 

connection. His reason for wanting to see them was to 

supply what was lacking in their faith. He wanted to fill 

in the gaps in their understanding with more gospel 

edification. 

Of course, when Timothy came, Paul kept on praying. 

Even as he was writing, a supplication came to mind, 

and he included it in the letter. He begins in 1 

Thessalonians 3:11-12, by saying, 

Now may our God and Father himself, and 

our Lord Jesus, direct our way to you, and 

may the Lord make you increase and abound 

in love for one another and for all, as we do 

for you, 

So, his prayer follows the same outline that we have 

been considering. He asks the Lord to direct his way to 

them, so that he can personally build them up. He 

prays for them to have the same personal connections 

with others that he has with them. Then He asks God 

to increase their love and to cause it to abound. But the 
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goal of his prayers and of all his efforts is in verse 13. 

He says that it is, 

so that he may establish your hearts 

blameless in holiness before our God and 

Father, at the coming of our Lord Jesus with 

all his saints. 

Paul wanted the cross to have its ultimate effect in the 

lives of the Thessalonians. Sometimes he speaks of 

holiness or sanctification in the past tense. As soon as 

someone believes, it becomes their standing because of 

Christ’s work. In 1 Corinthians 6:11, for instance, after 

listing several sinful behaviors, he says, “And such were 

some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, 

you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ 

and by the Spirit of our God.” 

Paul also speaks of pursuing holiness in a practical, 

ongoing way. In 2 Corinthians 7:1, he says, “Since we 

have these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves 

from every defilement of body and spirit, bringing 

holiness to completion in the fear of God.” 

But here in 1 Thessalonians 3 Paul speaks of holiness 

as a future destination. When Jesus returns, he will 

establish believers in the fullest sense. He will 



B u i l d i n g  S p i r i t u a l  S t a b i l i t y  ( 1  T h  3 : 1 - 1 3 )  

 

111 

strengthen us by removing all sin from our lives. He 

will perfect us so that we can stand together in the 

presence of God to worship him and enjoy him forever. 

Do you have that goal in mind as you pray? Do you keep 

in mind the importance of salvation and eternity? This 

is the kind of crucial supplication that aligns our hearts 

with the cross of Christ. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

So, this is not an exhaustive list, but these strategies are 

vital to building spiritual stability. We must edify 

believers with the truths of the gospel, encouraging 

them to let it shape their lives. We must invest 

ourselves in close personal connections with people, 

and we must pray for them, lifting up crucial 

supplications to God.  

Do you have spiritual stability in your life? It begins 

when you are reconciled with God as he forgives your 

sins. You can have the hope of eternal life and the 

power of the Holy Spirit at work in your life. These 

things happen as you believe the gospel of Christ. If you 

have never done so, I invite you to trust him as your 
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Lord and Savior. But no one should do so blindly. You 

need to understand the challenges believers face. To 

learn more, I encourage you to read 1 Peter 4 & 5. 

If you are a believer, are you growing in stability? Are 

you on the receiving end of these strategies? And as you 

grow, are you seeking to help others in these ways? I 

encourage you to select one of these strategies and 

consider what more you could be doing to carry it out. 

May Christ build his church! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. Are you becoming more stable in your faith? 

What indications do you see in your life? 

 

2. Which strategy has had the greatest impact on 

you? How so? 

 

3. What are some specific steps you could take this 

week to help build up others? 
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6  

P L E A S I N G  G O D  

1  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  4 : 1 - 1 2  

One of the great milestones in a child’s development is 

when he or she first begins to speak. Over the past 

thirty years, researchers have developed a database to 

track the earliest words that children say. The most 

common for American children are mommy, daddy, 

ball, bye, hi, no, dog, baby, woof woof, and banana. But 

I suspect that the word “mine” is not too far down the 

list, particularly for kids who have siblings. 
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We are all quick to grasp the concept of ownership. If 

multiple children are playing with a small pile of 

blocks, squabbles are inevitable. They each have their 

own plans for what they want to build, so their first 

thought is not about sharing. It is about getting the 

blocks they want and maintaining complete control 

over what they have built. Don’t you dare change it or 

wreck it! But if they choose to change it or wreck it, 

don’t you dare stand in the way! “It is mine!” 

We carry this same way of thinking into adulthood. It 

extends beyond toys to our possessions and everything 

about our lives. We claim autonomy to build our lives 

and our identity according to our own pleasure. Don’t 

you dare stand in the way! This life is mine! 

From beginning to end, the Bible challenges this way of 

thinking. It opens by asserting that God made us in his 

image. Since he is our Creator, he is also our owner who 

has absolute authority to tell us how to live. He may 

command whatever he pleases. Fast forward to the 

close of the Bible, and we learn that God is also our 

judge who will evaluate our lives to see whether we 

please him. He will either welcome us into a state of 

eternal blessing or sentence us to a state of eternal 
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condemnation. Our lives are his! So, one of the most 

important questions you can ask is, “How can I please 

God?” 

The Apostle Paul answers this question in his first 

letter to the Thessalonians. The Christians in 

Thessalonica were relatively new to the faith, and they 

had a strong focus on the end times. They were waiting 

for Jesus to deliver them from the wrath to come. But 

it can be tempting to think that once your eternal 

destiny is settled, you can live however you want. So, as 

Paul wrote to them, he wanted to make sure that their 

faith was shaping their conduct in the present. In 1 

Thessalonians 4:1-12, he gave them four vital 

instructions for living a life that pleases God. 

This list is not comprehensive. In a sense, the entire 

Bible is devoted to explaining how to please God. Paul 

selected issues that were relevant to people in first 

century Thessalonica. But as we consider what he 

wrote, I think that you will find his words to be equally 

relevant to life here and now in the twenty-first 

century. 
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I n s t r u c t i o n  1  

W a l k  i n  t h e  L o r d  J e s u s  

On one trip when my children were young, we spent 

several hours waiting for a connecting flight in an 

airport that had moving walkways. The terminal was 

not crowded, so we let the kids ride the walkways back 

and forth. They discovered how difficult it was to walk 

against it. When they got tired, they simply stood still 

and let it carry them along. But the best part was 

experiencing the boost of walking with it. 

A believer’s relationship with Christ is like being on one 

of those walkways. When we take our first step of faith 

in him, he begins moving us forward toward our 
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destination. We may stand still or even run the 

opposite way, but his powerful pull is constant. By far 

the best choice is to head in the right direction. Walk 

in, with, and through the Lord Jesus.  

I think Paul has these dynamics in mind in 1 

Thessalonians 4:1-2. He says, 

Finally, then, brothers, we ask and urge you 

in the Lord Jesus, that as you received from 

us how you ought to walk and to please God, 

just as you are doing, that you do so more and 

more. For you know what instructions we 

gave you through the Lord Jesus. 

Paul was appealing to Jesus as the source of his 

authority. He asks and urges them in Jesus. He gave 

them instructions through Jesus. Confessing that Jesus 

is Lord is one of the requirements for salvation (Rom 

10:9). To be a Christian, by definition, is to submit to 

his leadership. So, it is his authority that compels us to 

walk through life in a way that pleases God. 

But when we consider other passages where Paul 

speaks of being in Christ, we see that he probably also 

had more in mind than the authority of Christ. In 

Ephesians 1 and 2, he explains that God has blessed us 
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with every spiritual blessing in Christ. He chose us and 

redeemed us in him (1:4,7). He granted us an eternal 

inheritance and sealed us with the Holy Spirit in him 

(1:11,13). He made us alive with Christ and seated us in 

the heavenly places in him (2:5,6). He also created us 

in him for good works (2:10). 

So, pleasing God is impossible apart from this 

relationship with Jesus. Apart from him our best 

efforts to obey God are deformed and futile. As Paul 

says in Ephesians 2:1, we are dead in our trespasses 

and sins. We need the redemption and forgiveness that 

Jesus purchased through his death on the cross. We 

need the new life that he gives. We need the power of 

his resurrection and the indwelling Holy Spirit. 

These amazing resources are all given to us when we 

believe in Jesus. As Paul says in Philippians 1:6, “And I 

am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you 

will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.” 

But we must ask ourselves, “How am I using those 

resources as I await that day?” Am I being passive or 

even resisting God’s commands? Or does gratitude for 

salvation inspire me to pursue greater obedience to 
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God? We please our heavenly Father by walking in the 

Lord Jesus. 
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I n s t r u c t i o n  2  

W a l k  i n  S e x u a l  P u r i t y  

The tracks on which a train runs are restrictive. They 

do not go everywhere you might want to go. You cannot 

see everything you might want to see. But when a train 

comes off the rails there is bound to be great damage. 

So, those tracks that seem so restrictive keep a train 

moving. They enable it to cross deep valleys and climb 

lofty mountains. The engineers who laid them out 

knew what they were doing. 

The same can be said about God and the standards of 

sexual purity that he has established in Scripture. 
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Though many people perceive them as too restrictive, 

our Creator knows what he is doing. Those who depart 

from the path that he has designed will encounter 

trouble. In fact, Paul explains some of the problems 

that will arise in 1 Thessalonians 4:3-8. He introduces 

the subject of sexual purity in verse 3 by saying,  

For this is the will of God, your 

sanctification: that you abstain from sexual 

immorality. 

To be sanctified is to be holy, set apart for God. In the 

book of Leviticus, God explains that his people must be 

holy because he is holy. He cannot accept anything less. 

Our character must conform to his, and the only way 

that is possible is through the saving work of Christ. As 

Paul indicates in his prayer in 1 Thessalonians 3:13, 

Christ is the one who will establish our hearts 

blameless in holiness at his coming. But as we walk in 

Jesus now, God’s will is for us to pursue sanctification.  

Paul defines sanctification with three phrases. The ESV 

and several other English Bible translations introduce 

each phrase with the word “that.” So, the first phrase 

is, “that you abstain from sexual immorality.” 
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Sanctification encompasses all of life, but Paul wants 

the Thessalonians to pay particular attention to 

following God’s standard of sexual purity. We assume 

that our society is more sexually immoral than any 

before it, but there is nothing new under the sun. The 

same sinful behaviors were present in Ancient Roman 

culture. 

The pattern our Creator established from the 

beginning is for sexual activity to take place between 

one man and one woman in the context of marriage. 

Genesis 2:24 says, “Therefore a man shall leave his 

father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they 

shall become one flesh.” As the physical expression of 

that one flesh relationship, sex is holy and good, but 

any deviation from God’s design is immoral. Sex 

outside of marriage is wrong. Homosexual behavior is 

wrong. Polygamy is also wrong. Even though it was 

commonly practiced in Old Testament times, it always 

led to conflict and strife. To walk in holiness, we must 

abstain from sexual immorality. 

We find Paul’s second phrase defining sanctification in 

1 Thessalonians 4:4-5. He says, 
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…that each one of you know how to control 

his own body in holiness and honor, not in 

the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do 

not know God. 

The King James Version presents a more literal 

translation of verse 4. Instead of “control his own 

body,” it has the words “possess his vessel.” Since 1 

Peter 3:7 uses this word “vessel” to refer to a wife, some 

argue that Paul has the same meaning in mind here. 

But the Greek term for “control,” “possess,” or 

“acquire” is only used in relation to a wife in the story 

of Ruth. Boaz redeemed her deceased husband’s 

inheritance in order to marry her. Ruth 4:10 says that 

he acquired a wife. So, by this interpretation of 1 

Thessalonians 4:4, Paul is saying that to be holy and to 

abstain from sexual immorality you must pursue 

marriage. But Paul himself was not married, so the 

interpretation in the ESV makes more sense. It is best 

to understand “vessel” as referring to your own body. 

To be holy we must each exercise control over our 

bodies. Whether single or married, we cannot give in to 

our lustful desires as the unbelieving world does. Our 

knowledge of God should compel us to pursue holiness 
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and honor. So, this self-control must extend beyond 

our actions to our thoughts. Matthew 5:28 tells us that 

Jesus made this point in his Sermon on the Mount 

when he declared, “But I say to you that everyone who 

looks at a woman with lustful intent has already 

committed adultery with her in his heart.” 

If we fail to maintain this sense of honor, then we will 

experience the consequence of personal shame. The 

world is full of people carrying that burden. Some try 

to escape it by hiding their behavior in the darkness. 

Others try to silence their conscience by parading 

around in public and demanding that people affirm 

their sinful choices. Neither approach works. The only 

way to resolve our shame is to turn to Christ. He grants 

us forgiveness and cleansing and tells us to go and sin 

no more. 

Paul’s third phrase defining holiness is in 1 

Thessalonians 4:6. He says, 

…that no one transgress and wrong his 

brother in this matter, because the Lord is an 

avenger in all these things, as we told you 

beforehand and solemnly warned you. 
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The word “wrong” is often used to speak of some sort 

of fraud. So, some say that Paul is speaking of business 

dealings. But since this phrase is still part of the same 

sentence that he began in verse 3, he is probably still 

speaking about sexual purity. He may have had 

adultery in mind. If a man has sex with a woman who 

is married to another man, he not only offends God and 

dishonors his own body. He also defrauds the woman’s 

husband. His point is that sexual transgressions impact 

other people. 

Aside from any natural consequences people may 

experience, Paul says that the primary reason to 

maintain sexual purity is that the Lord is an avenger. 

Sin tends to warp our reasoning. I have interacted with 

Christians who are engaging in sexually immoral 

behavior, but they presume that everything will turn 

out fine because of God’s grace and forgiveness. But as 

we continue reading 1 Thessalonians 4:7-8, it becomes 

clear that this warning about God’s vengeance is 

directed to Christians. Paul says, 

For God has not called us for impurity, but in 

holiness. Therefore whoever disregards this, 
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disregards not man but God, who gives his 

Holy Spirit to you. 

Impurity violates God’s calling upon a believer’s life. 

He has called us to holiness and has given us the power 

of the indwelling Holy Spirit to help us stay on track. 

Sexual immorality is not just a violation of cultural 

norms, it shows disregard for God himself. So, if a 

believer acts that way, will God simply ignore it? If the 

person is truly a believer, God will intervene, bringing 

circumstances that discipline the believer and lead 

them to repentance. To please God we must walk in 

sexual purity. 
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I n s t r u c t i o n  3  

W a l k  i n  B r o t h e r l y  L o v e  

With all the restrictions during the coronavirus 

pandemic, my wife and I visited several parks and trails 

around Southwest Michigan. Some locations post 

helpful information about what you can see and how to 

get there. They share local history and information 

about the flora and fauna. They made us feel welcomed 

and sparked our interest to return and explore the area 

further. But in other locations, the signage only states 

what is forbidden. One community had a list of twenty-

five prohibitions. It made us wonder if someone was 
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watching and waiting to catch us breaking one of their 

rules.  

Christians can make the same mistake, particularly in 

regard to the standards of sexual purity that we just 

considered. We can focus exclusively on what’s 

forbidden. We can obsess over all the things that are 

wrong with the world. Once you give way to that critical 

spirit it tends to infect every part of your life. No church 

is ever good enough. No one ever measures up to your 

expectations, not even your children or your spouse. 

Now God has certainly given us prohibitions in his 

word. As we just read in 1 Thessalonians 4:8, we should 

not disregard them. But he has also given us positive 

characteristics to pursue. He welcomes us with good 

news of forgiveness and strengthens us with great 

hope. So, we must maintain a balance between the 

negative and the positive. Perhaps that explains why 

Paul follows up his passage on sexual purity, with the 

instruction to walk in brotherly love. In 1 

Thessalonians 4:9-10 he says, 

Now concerning brotherly love you have no 

need for anyone to write to you, for you 

yourselves have been taught by God to love 
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one another, for that indeed is what you are 

doing to all the brothers throughout 

Macedonia. But we urge you, brothers, to do 

this more and more… 

Paul has already mentioned love several times in this 

letter. In verse 3 of chapter 1 he commended the 

Thessalonians for their labor of love. He acknowledged 

their love again in verse 6 of chapter 3. Then he prayed 

for them to increase and abound in love in verse 12 of 

chapter 3. But here in chapter 4, he uses another word, 

“brotherly love.” As we have discussed, believers must 

relate to one another as the family of God. 

God teaches us to love by the way that he loves us. 

Though we have offended him, he seeks us out and 

provides a way for us to be reconciled to him. Though 

we continually fall short of his expectations, he shows 

us abundant mercy and grace. He is always watching 

and caring, always listening, always working for our 

good. We should grow more and more in extending the 

same love to one another. 

This kind of love has an incredible impact. The 

Thessalonians were encouraging other believers 

throughout their region. Love translated into action 
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displays the transforming power of the gospel. To 

please God, we must walk in brotherly love, and that 

leads to one more instruction. 
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I n s t r u c t i o n  4  

W a l k  i n  S o c i a l  R e s p e c t a b i l i t y  

There is a lot of talk in our society about diversity and 

individuality. But people and ideas still seem to move 

in the same general direction. There is a pressure to go 

along with the flow. So, in Romans 12:2, Paul tells 

Christians, “Do not be conformed to the world.” But 

some people take that command to the extreme. They 

always go against the flow regardless of whether 

Scripture requires it, and they use verses like Romans 

12:2 to justify their contrarian outlook. Some people 

like this might even identify with Christianity just to be 

different. 
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This defiant outlook does not mix well with biblical 

teaching about the end times. We find several instances 

throughout history, when the idea of Christ’s imminent 

return has compelled people to quit their jobs and sell 

all their belongings. Some call the lost to repentance in 

a state of panic. In fact, we will see in 2 Thessalonians 

3 that some of the people there were acting that way, 

but that behavior was not what Paul had in mind when 

he spoke of waiting for Jesus.  

Timothy must have sensed that some of the 

Thessalonians were heading that direction, because 

Paul tries to correct them in 1 Thessalonians 4:11-12. 

He has just urged them to excel in their love, when he 

adds,  

…and to aspire to live quietly, and to mind 

your own affairs, and to work with your 

hands, as we instructed you, so that you may 

walk properly before outsiders and be 

dependent on no one. 

He urged them to walk in social respectability. The NIV 

captures the sense of the word “properly” by saying, “so 

that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders.” 

Instead of being argumentative and stirring up 
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commotion, we should aspire to live quietly. Rather 

than declaring our views on every issue, we should 

mind our own affairs. Instead of taking advantage of 

our employers or other people’s generosity, we should 

work diligently to provide for ourselves. 

Even though Paul told people to not be conformed to 

the world in Romans 12:2, down in verses 17 and 18 he 

says, “Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do 

what is honorable in the sight of all. If possible, so far 

as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.” In 

chapter 13, he speaks of being subject to governing 

authorities, even though the leaders of Rome were 

idolaters who proved themselves to be hostile to the 

faith. 

We should do our best to fit into society where we can, 

to be productive and cooperative citizens. The place 

where we need to be different is in our sexual purity, as 

we have discussed, and in our obedience to God’s other 

commands. To please God, we must walk in social 

respectability. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

Our lives are not our own. We must live to please God, 

our Creator, Judge, and Savior. The only way to do so 

is by walking in the Lord Jesus. We need his 

righteousness. He makes us pleasing to God. But he 

also gives us the Spirit, so that we can strive to please 

God in our actions: our sexual purity, our brotherly 

love, and our social respectability. 

Are you prepared to stand before the Lord? We cannot 

measure up on our own. If you have never done so, I 

encourage you to believe in Jesus. Entrust your life to 

him. Believe in his saving power. Accept the direction 

that God has given us in his word. If you want to learn 

more about what it means to have this relationship 

with Jesus, I encourage you to read the first two 

chapters of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians.  

If you are a believer, have you gotten off track? Have 

you succumbed to sexual temptation? Are you failing 

to love others? Are you living a respectable life? If not, 

then change your direction today. Confess your sins 

and trust in God’s forgiveness. Perhaps you sense the 

pull of temptation in one of these areas? If so, then 
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focus on that particular instruction. Seek out other 

biblical teaching about it, and pray for God’s help to 

resist and to grow in godly character.  

May we live to please our loving heavenly Father! 

  



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

136 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. Why is being “in Christ” so important? How 

should it influence our choices? 

 

 

 

2. How does pleasing God factor into the choices 

that you make? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do to focus more on pleasing 

God? 
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7  

H O P E  I N  G R I E F  

1  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  4 : 1 3 - 1 8  

I spent countless hours watching television when I was 

growing up. That was long before video streaming 

services existed. Even cable networks were just 

beginning. On weekdays local stations aired two hours 

of cartoons before school and two hours after, plus five 

hours on Saturday and Sunday mornings. There were 

characters like Bugs Bunny and Daffy Duck, Tom and 

Jerry, Woody Woodpecker, Popeye the Sailor, the 



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

138 

Flintstones, and Yogi Bear. A lot of the shows were 

reruns from decades earlier. After watching them for 

years, I knew many of the stories by heart, but I could 

not get enough. 

I lived in a fantasy world. The good guys always won, 

and the bullies always lost. Temptation was a demon 

whispering on one shoulder, while an angel whispered 

in the other. Characters that got blown up, crushed, or 

cut in half, floated up into the clouds for a moment but 

always sprang back to life. 

As silly as it sounds, I never thought deeply about the 

reality of life and death until my grandfather died when 

I was fifteen. We were close, so his death hit me hard. 

But I did not know how to process it. My fantasy world 

was useless. I had no religious background. The 

scientific worldview I learned at school provided no 

comfort. Looking back, I see now that my grief was 

preparing me to hear the biblical teaching about life, 

death, and eternity.  

One of the key biblical passages on those subjects is 

found in the Apostle Paul’s first letter to the 

Thessalonians. As we learned earlier in our study of 
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this book, the Christians in Thessalonica were 

relatively new believers who had a strong focus on end 

times prophecy. They were waiting for Jesus to return, 

but some of their fellow believers must have died. 

Apparently, they were concerned about them being left 

out. So, in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, Paul shares four 

encouraging truths that give believers hope in times of 

grief.  

It can be tempting to approach this passage from a 

purely intellectual standpoint. It is one of the clearest 

explanations of an event called the Rapture. People 

often dissect it looking for clues about the sequence of 

end times events. But Paul did not write these words to 

satisfy our curiosity. He wanted to strengthen our faith. 

For that to happen, we must allow these truths to shape 

our outlook on life.  
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T r u t h  1  

A  D i f f e r e n t  D e a t h  

Some people think of cemeteries as frightening, 

haunted places. Those who maintain them try to make 

them peaceful and welcoming. They care for the lawn, 

plant flowers, and install sculptures. But when you lose 

a loved one, those efforts do not dull the pain. There is 

comfort to be found, however, in the name of the place. 

The term cemetery comes from the Greek word for 

sleep. It is a sleeping place! 

Paul used the same Greek word in 1 Thessalonians 

4:13-14 to explain the state of Christians who have 

died. He says, 
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But we do not want you to be uninformed, 

brothers, about those who are asleep, that 

you may not grieve as others do who have no 

hope. For since we believe that Jesus died 

and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God 

will bring with him those who have fallen 

asleep. 

There is no real hope in death for the non-Christian 

world. For those who say that life is nothing more than 

matter, death is the cessation of a person’s existence. 

Others say that people become one with the universe, 

but again nothing remains of the individual. Some 

believe in reincarnation, but they fear what form their 

lives will take. Even among those who believe in some 

sort of afterlife, many are unsure what qualifies 

someone to be accepted into it. But Paul presents death 

for the Christian as a form of sleep. In other words, it is 

temporary.  

John 11 tells us that Jesus used the same picture to 

refer to his friend, Lazarus, who had died. His point 

was that he was going to awaken Lazarus by raising him 

from the dead. John 11:25-26 tells us that as he was 

speaking to Martha, the sister of Lazarus, he said, 
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"I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever 

believes in me, though he die, yet shall he 

live, and everyone who lives and believes in 

me shall never die. Do you believe this?" 

He was going to demonstrate this resurrection power 

by raising Lazarus, but that was just a preview. His 

ultimate victory over death came about through his 

own death and resurrection. The resurrection of 

Lazarus was temporary. He would die again. But the 

resurrection of Jesus opened the way for people to be 

raised to eternal life. All that he asks of us is to believe. 

Now as Jesus headed to the tomb to raise Lazarus, 

John 11:35 tells us that he wept. He was moved by the 

sorrow of Mary, the other sister of Lazarus. Even 

though the death of Lazarus was temporary, he still 

joined in their grief. He was saddened by the ugliness 

and pain of death. It is a consequence of the first sin 

that contradicts God’s design for human beings. So, 

when Paul speaks of not grieving as others, he does not 

mean that we should not feel sad, but that our 

expression of mourning should be tempered by hope. 

Some have misinterpreted the idea of death as sleep to 

mean that people are simply unconscious. They speak 
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of soul sleep. But Paul was referring to the body 

sleeping not the soul. The soul of a physically dead 

believer is very much awake. As Paul considered the 

possibility of death in 2 Corinthians 5:8, he said, “Yes, 

we are of good courage, and we would rather be away 

from the body and at home with the Lord.” So, at the 

moment of death a Christian’s soul departs from his or 

her body and passes into the presence of Christ in 

heaven. That is why here in 1 Thessalonians 4:14 Paul 

says that God will bring with him those who have fallen 

asleep. 

In a sense, death is temporary for everyone. Revelation 

20 tells us that all who have ever lived will be 

resurrected for the final judgment before the great 

white throne. But that thought does not provide any 

comfort for unbelievers. They will be judged and 

sentenced to eternal punishment for the sins they have 

committed. Only those who believe in Christ will be 

forgiven and welcomed into his presence. So, believers 

can be encouraged by the truth that we have an entirely 

different experience of death. 
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T r u t h  2  

A n  I m m i n e n t  R e t u r n  

Modern society trains us to live by the clock. We spend 

certain hours at work or school, so we wake up and eat 

on a schedule. We make appointments and expect 

people to show up on time. We plan major events far in 

advance and make sure that everyone knows when to 

arrive. But some cultures in the world do not operate 

that way. They are event focused. It starts whenever it 

starts. Since they did not have watches or clocks, this 

was the way that people in ancient times thought.  

This perspective is important to remember as we think 

about end times events. Throughout history multiple 
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false teachers have misled people by predicting exact 

dates for the return of Christ. Some use numbers from 

the Bible to create elaborate mathematical schemes. 

Others identify current events as fulfillments of 

prophecies. Both approaches have generated a lot of 

hype, but those who have bought into these schemes 

have been repeatedly disappointed and disillusioned. 

Somehow people keep overlooking Jesus’ clear 

statement recorded in Matthew 24:36. He said, “But 

concerning that day and hour no one knows, not even 

the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father only.” 

One of the problems with predictions is that when you 

have a deadline, human nature is to procrastinate. 

Jesus, however, taught his followers to live with the 

expectation that his return is imminent. It could 

happen at any moment. He said that he would come 

unexpectedly like a thief in the night. So, his followers 

must always be ready and waiting like bridesmaids 

waiting for a bridegroom to come. They must carry on 

his work faithfully like servants awaiting the return of 

their master. 

Paul expresses his belief in the imminence of Christ’s 

return in 1 Thessalonians 4:15. He says, 
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For this we declare to you by a word from the 

Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until 

the coming of the Lord, will not precede 

those who have fallen asleep. 

So, Paul thought it was possible that the Lord might 

come during his lifetime. That is why he taught the 

Thessalonians and others to live with anticipation. In 

Romans 13:11, for instance, he said, “Besides this you 

know the time, that the hour has come for you to wake 

from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when 

we first believed.” In 1 Corinthians 15:51 he said, 

“Behold! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep...” 

His prayer in 1 Corinthians 16:22 was, “Maranatha!” 

which means, “Our Lord come.” 

The truth of Christ’s imminent return is encouraging 

because sin will be defeated, and suffering will end. In 

response to the concerns of the Thessalonians, the 

Lord reveals to Paul that those who have already died 

will not be left out from that event. Our hope is that it 

draws nearer with each passing day.  That is why 

Hebrews 10:25 speaks of, “encouraging one another, 

and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.”  
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Of course, almost 2,000 years have passed since all 

these words were written. How can we reconcile this 

delay with the idea of an imminent return? People were 

already asking this question within a few decades of 

Christ’s ascension. In 2 Peter 3, Peter acknowledged 

that people were scoffing at this belief. But he 

responded in verses 8 and 9, by saying, 

But do not overlook this one fact, beloved, 

that with the Lord one day is as a thousand 

years, and a thousand years as one day. The 

Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some 

count slowness, but is patient toward you, 

not wishing that any should perish, but that 

all should reach repentance. 

Christ will return when our Heavenly Father is ready. 

It could be today, but it could also be another 10 years, 

100, or even 1,000. Whenever it occurs, no true 

Christian from any point in history will be left out. Do 

not lose hope. Keep watching and waiting. 
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T r u t h  3  

A  G l o r i o u s  R e s u r r e c t i o n  

All through high school I participated in marching 

band, but I was never a fan of the trumpet section. They 

are always front and center carrying the melody, and 

they can be piercingly loud. Of course, as a member of 

the percussion section I was loud too. But I will admit 

that there is something regal about the sound of a 

trumpet. Even in the midst of a battlefield, its piercing 

tone cuts through all the noise.  

In 1 Thessalonians 4:16, the blast of a trumpet as Christ 

descends signals a glorious resurrection. Paul says, 
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For the Lord himself will descend from 

heaven with a cry of command, with the voice 

of an archangel, and with the sound of the 

trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will 

rise first. 

Paul describes his descent with four phrases. The first 

one in our translation is “from heaven.” Forty days 

after the resurrection of Jesus, the disciples watched 

him ascend gradually into the clouds. We are told that 

he sat down at the right hand of God (Heb 1:3). As part 

of his heavenly existence, he represents us to ensure 

our salvation (Heb 9:24). He also intercedes for us as 

we face temptation (Rom 8:24). But even as the 

disciples watched him go, angels told them that he 

would return in the same way. 

The next three phrases in 1 Thessalonians 4:16 are 

grouped together in such a way that they might be 

indistinguishable from one another. There is a cry of 

command, the voice of an archangel, and the sound of 

the trumpet of God. John 11 tells us that Jesus cried out 

with a loud voice when he raised Lazarus, but this 

combination of sounds has an even more powerful 

effect. Every Christian who has ever died will be 

resurrected. 
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Paul describes this event in more detail in 1 Corinthians 

15. He likens death to the planting of a seed. The plant 

that grows up is related to the seed, but it is also 

different. In verse 42-44 he explains, 

So is it with the resurrection of the dead. 

What is sown is perishable; what is raised is 

imperishable. It is sown in dishonor; it is 

raised in glory. It is sown in weakness; it is 

raised in power. It is sown a natural body; it 

is raised a spiritual body. If there is a natural 

body, there is also a spiritual body. 

But as we learned previously, some Christians will still 

be alive at that moment. They will undergo the same 

transformation without ever experiencing death. So, in 

1 Corinthians 15:51-53, Paul says, 

Behold! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all 

sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a 

moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last 

trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the 

dead will be raised imperishable, and we 

shall be changed. For this perishable body 

must put on the imperishable, and this 

mortal body must put on immortality. 

Paul sums up the encouragement of this event in verses 

54 and 55, by saying, 
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When the perishable puts on the 

imperishable, and the mortal puts on 

immortality, then shall come to pass the 

saying that is written: "Death is swallowed up 

in victory." "O death, where is your victory? 

O death, where is your sting?" 

The truth of this glorious resurrection is good news. 

When we grieve, it reminds us that death will be 

defeated. Those believers who have died will rise again 

to experience life in a glorified body that is no longer 

subject to sickness or infirmity.  
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T r u t h  4  

A  R a p t u r e  R e u n i o n  

From a scientific perspective, clouds are nothing more 

than collections of water droplets. But that description 

does not seem to do justice to the role that they play in 

our lives. When they are fluffy and white, they spark 

our imagination. As a dark storm approaches, we feel a 

deep sense of foreboding. When they reflect the deep 

reds and oranges of a sunrise or sunset, we experience 

awe.  

Clouds are also a key part of the backdrop of the biblical 

storyline. Sometimes they are a sign of God’s judgment, 

sometimes a sign of his blessing. God set his bow in the 
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clouds to show Noah that he would never flood the 

earth again. At the Exodus, God revealed himself to the 

people of Israel in a fiery pillar of cloud. Daniel saw one 

like a son of man coming on the clouds to receive 

dominion from the Ancient of Days (7:13-14). Acts 1:9 

describes the ascension of Jesus by saying that a cloud 

took him out of their sight. 

So, when Jesus comes again, the clouds are also the 

setting for a rapture reunion. In 1 Thessalonians 4:17-

18, Paul says, 

Then we who are alive, who are left, will be 

caught up together with them in the clouds to 

meet the Lord in the air, and so we will 

always be with the Lord. Therefore 

encourage one another with these words. 

The term rapture comes from the Latin word for caught 

up. Christians who have died will be resurrected in 

glorified bodies. Christians who are alive will be 

transformed in the blink of an eye. Then both groups 

are raptured together, taken up into the clouds to meet 

the Lord in the air. In Ephesians 2:2, Paul refers to 

Satan as the prince of the power of the air. But Satan 

cannot hinder this reunion. 
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Here is the most encouraging part of this series of 

truths. We can grieve with hope because we will be 

reunited with our loved ones who believed. More 

importantly, we will all experience the comfort of being 

in the presence of Christ forever. On the eve of his 

crucifixion, Jesus encouraged the disciples with this 

hope. John 14:1-3 tells us that he said, 

"Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in 

God; believe also in me. In my Father's house 

are many rooms. If it were not so, would I 

have told you that I go to prepare a place for 

you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, 

I will come again and will take you to myself, 

that where I am you may be also. 

Paul’s account of the Rapture leaves us with many 

questions. Will the unbelieving world be aware of what 

is happening? How will they respond to the departure 

of Christians? How does the Rapture relate to the 

period of Tribulation? Does it happen before it begins, 

in the middle of it, or at the conclusion of it? We will 

learn more as we continue into chapter 5 and then into 

2 Thessalonians, but we cannot allow such questions to 

overshadow the encouragement that Paul wanted 

believers to draw from his words. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

In times of grief, this is the Christian’s hope. Our death 

is different from that of unbelievers. Our bodies may be 

asleep, but our souls will be with Christ. We can 

persevere through suffering knowing that Christ’s 

return is imminent. We can look forward to the 

resurrection when every Christian dead or alive will 

receive a glorified body. That will prepare us to ascend 

into the clouds in the Rapture to be reunited with one 

another and to spend eternity with Christ. 

Do you possess this hope? If not, I invite you to believe 

in Christ. He died and rose again so that we could live 

forever with him. This is not a cartoon or a fantasy. The 

world may mock, but I think we know that there is 

something more. Accept the testimony of Scripture. If 

you want to learn more about this hope, the story of 

Jesus raising Lazarus in John 11 would be a great 

passage to read. 

Perhaps you are a Christian, but you have lost sight of 

this hope. The suffering and sins of this world can 

overwhelm us with discouragement. Lift your eyes and 

look to the clouds. Renew your hope with these truths. 
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Rejoice in what God has planned for us. Live with a 

spirit of anticipation, and let that outlook motivate you 

to share your hope. Invite others to reserve a place in 

that reunion in the clouds through faith in Christ. 

May the hope of Christ shine in us! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. Which of these truths do you find most 

encouraging? Why? 

 

 

2. What are some practical ways that you could 

reflect these truths in times of grief? 

 

 

3. How could you use these truths in sharing your 

faith? 
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8  

U N D E R S T A N D I N G  

T H E  D A Y  O F  T H E  L O R D  

1  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  5 : 1 - 1 1  

Huge old libraries can be intimidating and 

overwhelming. You may be looking for a specific book 

or have a question about a particular subject. But you 

encounter a maze of information scattered through 

countless shelves and aisles, sometimes on multiple 

floors. Librarians are there to guide you, but most 

people today avoid the library entirely and rely upon 
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Google instead. We enter a few search terms, click on 

the first link that pops up, and call it research. 

Thankfully, you can always believe what is posted on 

the Internet, right? I am afraid not. To truly grasp any 

subject, you must find your way through the maze of 

information. Then even more effort is required to put 

that knowledge into practice. 

The study of biblical prophecy can feel like walking into 

one of those massive libraries. The Old Testament 

contains 17 books of prophecy written over a span of 

three centuries, from the eighth to the fifth century 

before Christ. Each prophet wrote in response to 

unique historical circumstances. They used imagery 

and illustrations drawn from their time and place. Plus, 

they allude to other biblical prophecies and teachings 

written as much as 700 to 1,000 years beforehand. The 

New Testament contains the book of Revelation along 

with several other prophetic passages. But it draws 

heavily upon everything in the Old Testament. 

Prophecy can be overwhelming. We need someone to 

guide us, not only in understanding it, but in applying 

it to our lives. 
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The Apostle Paul introduced the Christians in 

Thessalonica to biblical prophecy. There could be no 

better guide, but they were still struggling to grasp 

some of the ideas and to put them into practice. They 

were waiting for Jesus to return, but they were 

concerned that those who died might be left out from 

experiencing that event. Paul corrected their 

misunderstanding in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. He 

explained that the souls of the believers who have died 

will return with Christ to be resurrected in glorified 

bodies. Those believers still alive at his coming will be 

transformed, and both groups will be caught up 

together in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. Paul 

helped them see that these encouraging truths give 

them hope in times of grief. 

As Paul continues in 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11, he guides 

them in thinking about the Day of the Lord. The 

Rapture that he spoke about in chapter 4 is a New 

Testament concept, but the Day of the Lord was a 

central idea in the Old Testament prophets. So, as I 

said a moment ago, to understand it, there is much 

more information to digest. Paul had already explained 

it to the Thessalonians in person, but here he equips 
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them with three practical perspectives to use in 

building one another up.  

The insights that Paul shared with the Thessalonians 

continue to guide us today. If you are unfamiliar with 

biblical prophecy, this passage will serve as a good 

introduction. Even if you have studied prophecy in 

some depth, these verses may point you to practical 

applications that you have not considered. You do not 

really understand it until you know how to use it. 
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P e r s p e c t i v e  1  

A  T i m e  o f  S u d d e n  D e s t r u c t i o n  

Alarms are designed to warn us right at the beginning 

of a potentially destructive situation. Their piercing 

sound is loud enough to wake you from a deep sleep. 

So, if a fire starts somewhere in your home, a smoke 

alarm should give you time to escape to safety. A 

burglar alarm functions the same way. It activates 

when a window or a door is opened or when motion is 

detected. Thankfully, most of us will probably never 

have any use for those devices! 

With the day of the Lord, however, the warnings are 

not like a smoke alarm or a burglar alarm. They were 
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given far in advance about events that are guaranteed 

to happen. They are not shrill piercing sounds, but the 

words of prophets recorded in Scripture. Many people 

in the world have never heard them. Others have heard 

but choose to ignore them. Some actively contradict 

them. Part of being a Christian, however, is taking 

those prophecies to heart. We must understand that 

the day of the Lord will be a time of sudden destruction. 

The believers in Thessalonica had a clear grasp of this 

idea. In 1 Thessalonians 5:1-2 Paul says to them, 

Now concerning the times and the seasons, 

brothers, you have no need to have anything 

written to you. For you yourselves are fully 

aware that the day of the Lord will come like 

a thief in the night. 

When Paul spoke of the times and seasons in verse 1, 

he was referring to the unfolding of God’s plan through 

history. The prophet Daniel first used that phrase in 

Daniel 2:21 to acknowledge God’s sovereign control 

over kingdoms and empires. Around 600 years before 

the time of Christ, the Lord had given a strange dream 

to a Babylonian king named Nebuchadnezzar. In it he 

saw a statue with a golden head, silver chest and arms, 
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bronze thighs, iron legs, and feet made of iron and clay. 

A stone crushed the statue and became a great 

mountain filling the earth. God revealed to Daniel that 

the parts of this statue were different earthly kingdoms. 

Babylon was the head and other kingdoms would 

follow. But the stone was a kingdom from God that 

would never end. By the time of Jesus, it seems that 

those earthly kingdoms had all come. Perhaps that 

explains why the Thessalonians needed no further 

information. All that was left was for that final crushing 

blow to fall.  

Paul refers to this next event in the unfolding of God’s 

plan as the day of the Lord. This expression is used 

several times in the Old Testament prophets. Joel 3 and 

Zephaniah 1 associate it with a great battle. Ezekiel 

30:3 says that it will be a time of doom for the nations. 

Isaiah 13 describes it as a time of cataclysmic 

destruction from God to punish the world for its evil. 

Paul says that the day of the Lord will come like a thief 

in the night. In other words, it will be unexpected. 

Matthew 24 tells us that Jesus used the same analogy. 

He did not use the phrase “day of the Lord,” but he 

described a time of great tribulation characterized by 
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war and cataclysmic events. Verses 43-44 tell us that he 

said, 

But know this, that if the master of the house 

had known in what part of the night the thief 

was coming, he would have stayed awake and 

would not have let his house be broken into. 

Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son 

of Man is coming at an hour you do not 

expect. 

Paul knew that the Thessalonians were ready and 

waiting, but the unbelieving world was not and will 

never be. He introduces a second analogy in 1 

Thessalonians 5:3-4 to describe the sudden coming of 

the day of the Lord. He writes, 

While people are saying, "There is peace and 

security," then sudden destruction will come 

upon them as labor pains come upon a 

pregnant woman, and they will not escape. 

But you are not in darkness, brothers, for 

that day to surprise you like a thief. 

The unbelieving world wants to maintain a sense of 

peace and security. Its leaders assure people that 

everything is under control, but such efforts can be 

misleading. The Old Testament prophets Jeremiah, 

Ezekiel, and Micah rebuked leaders in their time who 
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used that tactic (Jer 8:11; Ezk 13:10; Mic 3:5). People 

need truth rather than false assurances. When it comes 

to end times events, people need to fear destruction 

and the judgment of God.  

Paul likens the coming of this destruction to labor 

pains. Jesus used the same analogy in Matthew 24:8. 

Labor pains, however, are not destructive. They signal 

the coming of a child’s birth. They are also not entirely 

unexpected. A woman is pregnant for several months 

beforehand. But no one knows the exact moment that 

they will start. So, you could say that we live in 

pregnant times. The kingdom of Christ is coming, but 

first there will be a series of painfully destructive 

events. No one knows when those will begin to unfold. 

So, the practical response to the suddenness of the day 

of the Lord is simply to be ready. Don’t live in the 

darkness. Don’t stick your head in the sand. Don’t be 

fooled by the people who brush it all off and assure you 

that everything will keep getting better leading to peace 

and security. The warnings of the prophets were given 

centuries ago, but the day of the Lord could begin at 

any moment. So, prepare yourself. Be reconciled to 

God through faith in Christ, and stay alert.  
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P e r s p e c t i v e  2  

A  M o t i v e  f o r  S p i r i t u a l  T r a n s f o r m a t i o n  

Your DNA shapes who you are. The genes you inherit 

from your parents shape your physical appearance 

along with other aspects of your physical body. Some of 

those biological details even influence your personality 

and behavior. But you also make choices. Sometimes 

those actions align with your genetic predisposition, 

and sometimes they go against it. 

Though it is not biological, we also inherit a sinful 

nature from our parents. But when you believe in 

Christ, you are born again. Even though you are in the 

same physical body, you become a new creation. Your 
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eyes are opened to God’s truth. Your conscience is 

renewed and strengthened by the work of the Holy 

Spirit. But sinful ways of thinking, feeling, and 

behaving are still ingrained in you. It is like a spiritual 

hangover. You must choose to live out your new nature, 

and the coming of the day of the Lord is a strong motive 

to pursue spiritual transformation here and now. 

Paul points out this fundamental change of nature to 

the Thessalonian Christians. Why are they alert to the 

coming of the day of the Lord, when so many other 

people are numb to it? How do they have spiritual 

understanding when others are darkened to things of 

God? In 1 Thessalonians 5:5, he says, 

For you are all children of light, children of 

the day. We are not of the night or of the 

darkness. 

Back in verse 4, Paul said that they were not “in 

darkness,” but here he says that they are not “of 

darkness.” He is speaking about their fundamental 

nature. Every Christian is a child of light.  

Paul explains how this amazing transformation begins 

in 2 Corinthians 4. He says that the god of this world 

blinds the minds of unbelievers. They cannot see the 
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light of the gospel of the glory of Christ. But in verse 6 

he says, “For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of 

darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give the light of 

the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus 

Christ.” The creative power of God transforms a child 

of darkness into a child of light. 

Paul also tells the Thessalonians that Christians are 

children of the day. He could be speaking in a general 

sense, associating darkness with night, and light with 

day. But he might be referring to the day of the Lord. 

In a sense, believers are born again for that day. We are 

prepared and waiting for Christ to return. 

Paul wanted to make sure that this change of nature 

would shape his reader’s conduct. So, he stretches the 

picture of night and day to show two different types of 

behavior. In 1 Thessalonians 5:6-7 he says, 

So then let us not sleep, as others do, but let 

us keep awake and be sober. For those who 

sleep, sleep at night, and those who get 

drunk, are drunk at night. 

He speaks of daytime behavior and nighttime behavior. 

Daytime behavior is alert and sober, but nighttime is 

associated with sleeping and drunkenness. He seems to 
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be speaking metaphorically, but he does not explain 

what he is getting at here. Perhaps the Thessalonians 

already knew. In his letters to the Romans and the 

Ephesians, he uses the same analogy to speak of the 

morality of our behavior, so he probably has the same 

idea in mind here. In Romans 13:13, for example, he 

says, “Let us walk properly as in the daytime, not in 

orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and 

sensuality, not in quarreling and jealousy.” 

The darkness of night fools people into thinking that 

their sin will go unnoticed. But in the full light of the 

day of the Lord, everything will be exposed. As children 

of light, Christians should be awake to that reality. 

Rather than losing control like someone who is drunk, 

we should have a spiritual sobriety that enables us to 

exert self-control. 

But self-control is not easy. How can a Christian resist 

temptation? Paul explains by shifting to another 

analogy in 1 Thessalonians 5:8. He says, 

But since we belong to the day, let us be 

sober, having put on the breastplate of faith 

and love, and for a helmet the hope of 

salvation. 
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The coming of the day of the Lord should keep 

Christians alert for the spiritual battle that we face in 

life. Paul began the letter by commending the 

Thessalonians for their work of faith, labor of love, and 

steadfastness of hope. Now he calls them and all 

believers to wear those virtues like armor. When we 

face spiritual attack, our faith in God helps us to trust 

his definition of right and wrong and to believe that he 

will help us resist. Our love for God and for one another 

is our guiding principle. Our hope of seeing Christ 

motivates us to walk in purity and assures us that the 

Tempter will ultimately be defeated. 

Paul develops this armor analogy in more detail with 

some differences in Ephesians 6, but his point is the 

same. Our behavior as Christians should reflect the 

reality of salvation. God has opened our eyes to see the 

light. If Christ has redeemed you and forgiven you, 

then we should not continue to follow the world’s out 

of control behavior. We know that the day of the Lord 

is coming, and we recognize the behavior that he will 

punish. That leads to a third perspective. 
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P e r s p e c t i v e  3  

A  D i v i n e  D i v i s i o n  o f  D e s t i n y  

Last spring my family and I took a long road trip. We 

covered over 4,000 miles. When you spend that much 

time behind the wheel, there are points when you find 

yourself driving alongside the same car all day. It 

begins to feel as if you must be heading to the same 

destination. But then somewhere along the way, the 

road divides, and the other car heads in a different 

direction. It becomes clear that you were never on the 

same path.  

I think we have a similar experience as we go through 

life. We might look around and assume that we are all 
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heading to the same destination. There is a lot that we 

share in common as human beings. But the day of the 

Lord is a fork in the road, a divine division of destiny. 

It will become clear that some people were never on the 

same path. That reality must shape our lives here and 

now. 

Paul reminds the Thessalonians of this perspective in 1 

Thessalonians 5:9-11. He says, 

For God has not destined us for wrath, but to 

obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus 

Christ, who died for us so that whether we 

are awake or asleep we might live with him. 

Therefore encourage one another and build 

one another up, just as you are doing. 

The Greek term translated as “destined” in verse 9 is 

the general word for laying something down or putting 

it in place. Other English translations of this verse use 

the word “appointed.” Apart from God’s intervention 

we are all headed for wrath. We deserve punishment 

for our sins, but God graciously intervenes in the lives 

of some individuals to put them on a different path. In 

Ephesians 1, Paul says that he chose us before the 

foundation of the world. He redeems us and guarantees 

us an inheritance until we acquire possession of it. As 
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Paul says here, we are destined to obtain salvation 

through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

But we must ask how this relates to what Paul is saying 

about the day of the Lord. When he speaks of “wrath,” 

he may be referring to the Lord passing judgment to 

determine who will enter the kingdom of Christ. Some 

will be welcomed in, but others will be sentenced to 

eternal punishment. Matthew 25:31-32 tells us that 

Jesus said,  

“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, 

and all the angels with him, then he will sit 

on his glorious throne. Before him will be 

gathered all the nations, and he will separate 

people one from another as a shepherd 

separates the sheep from the goats.” 

It is also possible that the word “wrath” in 1 

Thessalonians 5:9 may refer to the destructive events 

poured out on the world as part of the day of the Lord. 

If so, then Paul’s point is that Christians will not suffer 

through that time of global turmoil. That would explain 

why we will be caught up to meet the Lord in the air, 

rather than standing before him on earth in the 

judgment that Jesus described in Matthew 25.  But if 

we accept this idea of a pretribulational rapture, then 
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we must explain who the sheep will be in that 

judgment. They would have to be people who are saved 

during the Tribulation. 

Whichever interpretation you choose, Paul’s point is 

clear. There are only two destinations: wrath or 

salvation. Sometimes we speak of salvation in the past 

tense, but here he speaks of it as something in the 

future. If God has placed you on the path to that 

destination (and verse 9 seems to assume that we can 

know that with certainty), then verse 10 assures us that 

we will live with Christ because he died for us. He 

redeemed us with his blood, and nothing can divert us 

from that path. 

But verse 10 presents us with another interpretive 

challenge. What does Paul mean when he says that 

whether awake or asleep, we will live with Christ? 

Many commentators think that he is returning to the 

idea of sleep that he used in chapter 4. Believers who 

have died are asleep in Christ, but they will be 

resurrected to participate in the Rapture with those 

who are still alive. But there is a problem with that 

view. In chapter 4, Paul used a different Greek word to 

refer to sleep. 
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The Greek term for sleep that Paul uses here in verse 

10 of chapter 5 is the same one that he just used in 

verses 6 and 7. In chapter 5, to be asleep is to live in a 

way that ignores the coming day of the Lord, leading to 

a worldly lifestyle. His exhortation in verse 6 suggests 

that it is possible for a child of light to be asleep. We 

must make the effort to stay awake. But if that is the 

sleep that he has in mind here in verse 10, then he is 

saying that those Christians who are not spiritually 

alert will still live with Christ. Their ignorance and 

spiritual lethargy will not derail their salvation. 

You might feel that this second view is too permissive, 

that it is unfair to those who have made the effort to 

stay awake. But Paul’s point is that salvation is not 

achieved through our works. In his grace, God placed 

us on the path. In his love, he sent his Son to die for us. 

He does not compel us to live a godly, obedient life out 

of fear that we will lose our salvation. He encourages us 

with a hope that our salvation is guaranteed, and he 

wants believers to encourage one another with that 

same message of grace. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

We have barely scratched the surface of biblical 

teaching on the day of the Lord, but Paul has given us 

these perspectives to guide us as we continue to learn. 

The day of the Lord is a time of sudden destruction 

poured out on the world. That reality should motivate 

us to pursue ongoing spiritual transformation, staying 

alert and wearing the armor that God has provided to 

help us resist temptation. Ultimately, the day of the 

Lord will be that divine dividing point that shows 

whether we are destined for salvation by the grace of 

God or for the wrath and ultimate judgment that we 

deserve for our sins. 

Which path are you on? If the series of end times events 

were to begin today, would you obtain salvation? Those 

who are trusting in Christ can possess that assurance. 

If you are on the wrong path, then repent and begin to 

follow Christ. You can be reconciled with God today. If 

you are not ready to take that step, do not put it off. 

This is an urgent matter. I encourage you to keep 

learning. Chapter 3 of Peter’s second letter in the New 

Testament would be a good place to read. It has more 

to say about preparing for Christ’s return. 
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If you are a believer, are you spiritually asleep? Are you 

living in the light of Christ’s return? If not, I encourage 

you to cultivate a more spiritually sober outlook. Don’t 

conform to the drunken ways of the world. Accept these 

truths about the day of the Lord as a wake-up call, and 

think about others you know who are still spiritually 

asleep. Encourage them to prepare for Christ’s return.  

May we live as children of light! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How familiar are you with biblical prophecy? 

What steps could you take to deepen your 

understanding? 

 

 

 

2. How does your understanding of biblical 

prophecy shape your life? Are there other ways 

it should be shaping you? 

 

 

 

3. How would you summarize the prophetic plan 

of Scripture to someone who had never heard it? 



B a l a n c e d  C h r i s t i a n i t y  ( 1  T h  5 : 1 2 - 2 8 )  

179 

9  

B A L A N C E D  C H R I S T I A N I T Y  

1  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  5 : 1 2 - 2 8  

Olympic gymnasts display an almost superhuman 

sense of balance. They gracefully jump, spin, and flip 

on a narrow four-inch-wide beam that most of us 

would struggle to walk across. But even the best 

gymnasts wobble sometimes. They jerk to one side and 

then the other, struggling to recover their center of 

gravity. It is better to be awkward for a moment than to 

fall.  
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Christianity also requires balance—not physical, but 

intellectual and practical. For instance, though they 

seem to contradict, the truths of divine sovereignty and 

human responsibility are both clearly taught in 

Scripture. We find a similar tension in saying that God 

is three and one, or that Jesus is God and man. On a 

practical level, God calls us to walk in holiness and love. 

We are to be separate from the world while also 

reaching out to it with the gospel. So, our efforts to stay 

centered personally and corporately can look and feel 

awkward, but the struggle keeps us humble. I think 

that’s what the Lord wants. 

The conclusion of Paul’s first letter to the 

Thessalonians demonstrates the same sort of struggle. 

In verses 12-28 of chapter 5, he rattles off twenty 

instructions. When you first read the passage, it seems 

awkward and somewhat disconnected from the rest of 

the letter with its emphasis on the end times. But if we 

consider the section as a whole, we see that Paul is 

nudging these believers one way then another. He 

helps the church find balance in three relationships: (1) 

with leaders; (2) with one another; and (3) within 

ourselves. 
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As we have seen, the church in Thessalonica was 

passionate about the return of Christ. They were 

waiting for Jesus, and Paul commended them for that. 

But I suspect that their passion was putting a strain on 

these relationships, leading them to act in ways that 

were not good. I will explain what I mean as we walk 

through the passage. We may not have the same 

inclination as the Thessalonians did, but other ideas 

and issues can create similar relational strains today. 

So, to stay faithful to God and his word, we all need to 

strive for the balance that Paul describes in this 

passage. 
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R e l a t i o n s h i p  1  

W i t h  L e a d e r s  

S h o w  e s t e e m  b u t  n o t  e x a l t a t i o n  

When my children were young, we spent a lot of time 

at playgrounds. The kids always loved it when we found 

one that had a seesaw. They would pile on one side and 

wait for me to sit on the other. Of course, if I put my full 

weight on it, my side went straight to the ground, and 

they were lifted as high as it could go. They were not 

heavy enough to balance it off. The seesaw works much 

better when both sides are relatively equal. 

There is a similar dynamic in the church between 

leaders and those who follow them, but it works in 
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reverse. Among some groups leaders are considered to 

be so important that their significance outweighs 

everyone else. People lift them up and place them on a 

pedestal. Sometimes it happens unintentionally. 

Sometimes leaders demand it. But other groups 

undervalue their leaders. They treat them with such 

low regard that they become the subject of gossip and 

endless criticism. 

An emphasis on the end times could contribute to 

either scenario. A passionate leader with strong views 

about biblical prophecy can develop a cult-like 

following. In fact, many cults that exist today started 

this way. On the other hand, disagreements over the 

interpretation of prophecy might create intense 

distrust that fuels conflict with leaders. Similar 

problems could develop with any issue that people are 

passionate about. 

Paul addresses relationships with leaders directly at 

the beginning of our passage in 1 Thessalonians 5, and 

indirectly at the end of it. We could sum up his 

thoughts by saying, “Show esteem but not exaltation.” 

He calls them to show esteem in verses 12-13, by 

saying, 
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We ask you, brothers, to respect those who 

labor among you and are over you in the Lord 

and admonish you, and to esteem them very 

highly in love because of their work. Be at 

peace among yourselves. 

Paul does not use formal titles to refer to these leaders. 

Acts 11:30 indicates that Christians were already 

referring to church leaders as elders long before Paul 

went to Thessalonica. Later in his letter to Titus, Paul 

says that elders should be appointed in every town 

(1:5). But the church in Thessalonica was so young and 

Paul left so quickly that they may not have had time to 

establish those roles. 

Whether they had titles or not, Paul identifies the 

leaders by what they do. They labor among the 

believers; they exercise oversight; and they admonish 

the people. These are probably not three separate 

activities, but simply different perspectives on the 

nature of Christian leadership. It is hard work that 

takes a toll on someone.  It involves both authority and 

responsibility. Finally, it is carried out through 

admonition, putting God’s truth into people’s minds.  
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So, Paul calls the people of the church to relate to their 

leaders in three ways. First, the ESV says respect them, 

but a more literal translation is to know them. Other 

translations use the words acknowledge, recognize, 

honor, or appreciate to convey a sense of 

thoughtfulness. Next, Paul says that they should 

esteem them highly in love. In other words, they should 

value the work their leaders do. Finally, Paul tells them 

to be at peace among yourselves. This statement could 

be the beginning of a new train of thought, but conflict 

within a group takes a heavy toll on leaders. So, 

maintaining harmony is a significant encouragement. 

Leaders are to be held in high esteem, but they should 

not be exalted above other believers. They are normal 

people, fellow members of the family of God who have 

weaknesses and struggles. Paul’s closing words show 

that he thought of himself this way. In verses 25-28 he 

says, 

Brothers, pray for us. Greet all the brothers 

with a holy kiss. I put you under oath before 

the Lord to have this letter read to all the 

brothers. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ 

be with you. 
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Jesus never asked people to pray for him. He prayed 

for himself as he prepared for his crucifixion (Matt 

26:39; John 17:5). He told the disciples to watch and 

pray that they would not enter into temptation (Matt 

26:41). But he did not ask them to pray for him. He is 

the Son of God, but Paul was a normal man. He was 

called to serve as an apostle, but he still faced trials and 

temptations. He relied upon God’s grace like every 

other believer, so he related to them as equals, spiritual 

brothers and sisters. He needed them to lift him up in 

prayer.  

He called the Thessalonians to greet other believers 

with a holy kiss. Some people take this to mean that all 

Christians in every time and place must kiss, but I think 

that application may miss the point. I suspect that this 

expression of love was customary among family 

members in that culture. In settings where hugs or 

handshakes are used, believers could adopt those 

expressions instead. What stands out to me, however, 

is that all believers were to be greeted the same way. 

Kisses were not reserved for elders or apostles. 

Whether they serve in leadership or not, every 
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Christian should be treated as a beloved member of the 

family of God. 

So, Paul was not to be exalted but the inspired words 

that he wrote by the leading of the Holy Spirit were. He 

puts the Thessalonians under oath to read this letter. 

The formality of this phrase suggests that Paul 

recognized the authority of what he was writing. Peter 

recognized it as well. In 2 Peter 3:16, he speaks of 

people distorting Paul’s writings as they do the other 

Scriptures. In other words, he considered Paul’s 

writings to be Scripture. So, God worked through Paul 

so that his letters like this one to the Thessalonians are 

God’s word. Everyone needs to hear them. 

Paul concludes the letter by praying for the grace of our 

Lord Jesus Christ to be with the Thessalonians. Paul 

did not have the ability to dispense grace. No Christian 

leader has that power, even though some claim it. 

Grace comes directly from God the Father through the 

redeeming work of his Son. We cannot even receive his 

grace until he opens the eyes of our heart to believe. 

Leaders can teach and pray, but only God saves and 

sanctifies. All of us are entirely dependent on the 

saving and transforming grace of God. 
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Do you have a balanced relationship with leaders in the 

church? Do you show respect and esteem without 

exalting them? This balance is vital for a healthy 

church. 

  



B a l a n c e d  C h r i s t i a n i t y  ( 1  T h  5 : 1 2 - 2 8 )  

189 

R e l a t i o n s h i p  2  

W i t h  O n e  A n o t h e r  

B e  c o n c e r n e d  b u t  c o n f i d e n t  

I have only played golf a handful of times. It seemed 

like it would be a fun activity, but I found it to be 

maddeningly difficult. I even had some help from a golf 

pro once, but his advice was confusing. He showed me 

how to firmly grip the club but kept telling me to loosen 

up. He told me to follow through on my swing but to let 

the club do the work. Apparently, skilled golfers can 

exert great force in a completely relaxed way.  

We need a similar balance as we relate to one another 

as believers. You might assume that leaders alone are 



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

190 

responsible to care about other people’s spiritual lives. 

But none of us can ignore our brothers and sisters in 

Christ. We are the family of God, the body of Christ. We 

must exert effort to help each other stay on the right 

path. But at the same time, we know that God must 

work in people’s hearts. He alone can save, preserve, 

and transform. So, we must be concerned but 

confident.  

Here again, an emphasis on the end times can 

contribute to imbalance in this relationship. For some 

the study of prophecy becomes a personal obsession. If 

people are not talking about prophecy, they are not 

interested. They might even conclude that the struggle 

of growing in personal holiness does not matter 

because of the nearness of Christ’s return. But others 

respond to end times teaching with a strong sense of 

fear that compels them to pursue holiness in a 

legalistic, judgmental way. Here again, this imbalance 

is present in many cults. 

Paul begins to address this relationship among 

believers in 1 Thessalonians 5:14-15. He says, 

And we urge you, brothers, admonish the 

idle, encourage the fainthearted, help the 
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weak, be patient with them all. See that no 

one repays anyone evil for evil, but always 

seek to do good to one another and to 

everyone. 

Different people need to be handled differently. You 

must know a person well enough to diagnose what is 

going on in their heart, so that you can apply the right 

treatment. Paul gives three cases. First, he says that 

some people are idle or unruly. In other ancient texts, 

the Greek term that he used here refers to soldiers who 

are being disorderly. These people need to be 

admonished. This is the same term that he used in 

verse 12. They need to be confronted with the truth. In 

a sense, it must be pounded into their heads from 

leaders and from everyone in the church. 

Next, Paul adds that others are fainthearted, literally 

small-souled. They may be afraid, depressed, and 

plagued by self-doubt. Strong admonition would 

overwhelm them. They need fellow believers to come 

alongside them and encourage them with the hope of 

the gospel and the promises of God’s loving presence. 

They need spiritual cheerleaders. 
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Third, Paul notes that some people are weak, and they 

need practical help. This term is often used to refer to 

physical weakness from sickness or an injury. He could 

have that idea in mind here. But he also uses the term 

in a spiritual sense. Perhaps he was thinking of those 

who are not overtly rebellious, but they simply lack 

self-control. They are easy targets for temptation, like 

a recovering addict who can easily succumb to the same 

behavior. They need a friend who will check up on them 

often and help them get on track with making good 

choices.  

This kind of involvement with people is never easy. 

That is why Paul says that we must be patient with 

them. We must be long-suffering. We must be 

peacemakers who settle conflicts, keeping people from 

returning evil for evil. We must keep each other 

focused on doing good in the church and in the world.  

Spiritual leaders cannot bear these concerns alone. 

Every member of the church family must share the 

burden. But as we shoulder the weight, we must all 

remember that God works through us. We can have 

complete confidence in him. Paul expresses this 

assurance in 1 Thessalonians 5:23-24, by saying, 
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Now may the God of peace himself sanctify 

you completely, and may your whole spirit 

and soul and body be kept blameless at the 

coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. He who 

calls you is faithful; he will surely do it. 

We seek peace in so many ways. But we fail to realize 

that it is only found in a right relationship with God, 

but to draw near to him we must be holy, completely 

sanctified. Jesus paid the price for all our offenses 

against God through his death on the cross. When we 

believe in him, he makes us blameless, and we begin 

the process of growing in holiness. We have good days 

and bad days, but God is faithful through it all. He will 

make sure that the work is finished when Jesus returns, 

so that we can enjoy the fullness of his presence 

forever.  

Our relationships with one another can be challenging, 

but we must balance our concern with confidence in 

God. 
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R e l a t i o n s h i p  3  

W i t h i n  O u r s e l v e s  

B e  a c c e p t i n g  b u t  a n a l y t i c a l  

I used to think that there were two kinds of people in 

the world: those who want to know how things work 

and those who don’t really care. But I think it is more 

complicated than that. I once had the opportunity to 

visit a church planter in Kazakhstan who had a 

Volkswagen bus. To understand how it worked, he 

completely disassembled it and put it back together. In 

fact, everyone who drove a church vehicle there was 

expected to do the same. I am curious enough to take 
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some things apart, but I recognize that some things are 

over my head. I just accept them as they are. 

So, we all have things in life that we accept and others 

that we choose to analyze. I am not talking about 

mechanical objects, but ideas and circumstances. How 

do you respond when you face a trial? Do you accept it? 

Some people become obsessed with analyzing it. Is it 

from God, from Satan, or just a result of natural 

consequences? Is it some sort of sign? You can see how 

a focus on prophecy might lead someone to think this 

way. How do you respond when you hear a sermon or 

even a statement that someone makes about God? To 

find balance in our Christian lives, we must be clear on 

what to accept and what to analyze. 

Paul addresses these internal dynamics in the heart of 

our passage. He begins in 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18, by 

saying, 

Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give 

thanks in all circumstances; for this is the 

will of God in Christ Jesus for you. 

Most of us spend far too much time analyzing the 

difficult circumstances of our lives. We are like Job. 

When you read his story from the Old Testament, the 
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first two chapters tell us exactly what was happening. 

God allowed Satan to test Job’s faith. But Job did not 

know that. In fact, the next thirty-six chapters recount 

his debate with his friends over what was happening. 

Ultimately, God appears to Job and basically tells him 

to be humble. He does not give Job a reason for his 

suffering. 

To rejoice always and give thanks in all circumstances, 

we must stop our analysis and accept the situation. The 

way God works through circumstances is over our 

heads. There are far too many moving parts for us to 

understand. We should pray without ceasing, but we 

should not approach prayer as digging for answers. We 

pray for wisdom and strength, but then we must trust 

the will of God. We do not rejoice or give thanks 

because of the hard circumstances, but because of the 

wisdom, goodness, love, and grace of God. You can 

trust him! 

On the other hand, when we are dealing with 

information that people tell us about God and his 

plans, we should not just accept what anyone says. We 

should analyze it by comparing it with Scripture. In 1 

Thessalonians 5:19-22, Paul says, 
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Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise 

prophecies, but test everything; hold fast 

what is good. Abstain from every form of evil. 

Several passages indicate that some people in the early 

church were able to exercise the gift of prophecy. The 

Holy Spirit enabled them to deliver messages from 

God. This gift was particularly important because the 

New Testament was still in the process of being 

written. But the church was not supposed to 

automatically accept every message as true. Some 

messages might be a misunderstanding, and others 

might be intentionally deceptive. Revelations about the 

end times could be particularly misleading. 

Paul says that believers need to find a balance. On one 

hand, they should not quench the Spirit’s work or 

despise prophecies. On the other hand, they should test 

everything, holding fast to the good and abstaining 

from the evil. He says more about this evaluation 

process in 1 Corinthians 14. 

Christians today debate whether the gift of prophecy is 

still active. Some say that prophetic revelations 

continue, but others say that revelatory gifts were no 

longer needed once the New Testament was completed. 
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I see good biblical evidence for this cessationist view. 

But some see preaching as a continuing expression of 

the gift of prophecy without the revelatory component. 

Whichever view you take of prophecy, these verses in 1 

Thessalonians 5 are still applicable. Our Christianity 

should not be so narrow that we only listen to one 

individual, one church, or even one school or 

denomination as those who get it all right. That 

mindset would seem to quench the work of the Spirit. 

But we must exercise discernment. We should analyze 

the assertions people make about beliefs, values, and 

morality. Even with the best of intentions, people make 

mistakes. We must also be on guard against those who 

intentionally mislead people to build up a cult-like 

following. We must test every claim according to 

Scripture, accepting the good and discarding the bad. 

We need to know the Word. 

So, we must find the right balance internally. 

Circumstances should be accepted, not analyzed. But 

we should carefully analyze truth claims before we 

accept them. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

It is not easy to find balance in these relationships. It 

requires conscientious effort. Show leaders esteem, but 

do not exalt them. Be concerned for one another and 

actively involved in admonishing, encouraging, and 

helping, but be confident in the sanctifying work of 

God. Finally, accept circumstances with gratitude and 

joy for our loving, all-wise, all-powerful God. But 

analyze teaching before you accept it. These practices 

are essential for healthy churches, and a healthy 

spiritual life. 

A lot of people reject Christianity because they have 

seen it expressed in unbalanced, unhealthy ways. If you 

are coming from that perspective, I hope that this 

passage clarifies what Christianity is supposed to be. 

Don’t let the mistakes of fallible, imperfect people keep 

you from having a relationship with God through faith 

in Christ.  We are all sinners in need of forgiveness, and 

Jesus died on the cross to pay the price for our sins. 

Trust him. Receive his grace today, and begin to follow 

him. If you want to learn more about what healthy, 

balanced Christianity should look like, I encourage you 
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to read chapter 13 of the New Testament letter to the 

Hebrews. 

If you are a Christian, is your Christianity balanced? Do 

you need to focus on improving one of the relationships 

that we have considered today—with leaders, with one 

another, or within yourself? Do not walk away from the 

Word without letting it change you. Put these truths 

into practice. Pursue the right balance. 

May we all grow in the grace of Christ! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. What ideas or influences are leading to 

imbalance in the church today? 

 

2. On which of these relationships do you most 

need to focus? Why? 

 

3. What are some specific steps you could take this 

week to improve that relationship? 
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1 0  

S E E I N G  G O D ’ S  J U S T I C E  

2  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  1 : 1 - 1 2  

All through high school, I wanted to be an Air Force 

pilot. I worked hard in school and applied to the Air 

Force Academy. But part of the process was a military 

physical that involved an eye exam. The doctor told me 

that I had an astigmatism in one eye that would 

disqualify me from serving as a pilot. I was crushed, 

and the hardest part was that I never even realized that 

I had any problems with my vision. 
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We have a similar lack of awareness when it comes to 

our spiritual outlook. We just don’t realize how short-

sighted we are, but one indication of our problem is 

how we respond when we feel that we are being treated 

unfairly. Even on our best days we can quickly lose our 

temper. We sometimes demand justice over relatively 

insignificant things. We are like the man in Jesus’ 

parable of the unforgiving servant. His king had 

forgiven him a fortune, but he would not grant the 

same forgiveness to a man who owed him a pittance. 

To gain perspective, we need a better understanding of 

the justice of God. 

Paul addresses this subject as he begins his second 

letter to the Thessalonians. As we saw in the first letter, 

they had a strong focus on the end times. They were 

waiting for Jesus. But after Paul wrote them, the 

opposition against them intensified. We do not know 

the details, but clearly, they were facing strong 

persecution. 

How would you respond in such circumstances? Would 

you fight back against those attacking you? Would you 

be angry at God? Would you grow bitter and resentful? 

If we are honest, most of us would have to admit that 
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we respond these ways in far less antagonistic 

situations. 

In 2 Thessalonians 1:1-12, Paul helps believers endure 

affliction by explaining three expressions of God’s 

justice. He was addressing the persecution that the 

Thessalonians were facing. But this way of thinking can 

revolutionize our outlook on all suffering and injustice. 

We must open our eyes to the full light of God’s justice. 
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E x p r e s s i o n  1  

G o d  P r o v e s  t h e  W o r t h i n e s s  

o f  B e l i e v e r s  

In their natural state, metals are not pure. They are 

mixed with other rocks and minerals. To be useful they 

must be refined, melted with intense heat that either 

burns off the impurities or allows them to be skimmed 

off. With some metals the process must be repeated 

several times. Only then will it pass the test of purity. 

God uses a similar process in the lives of believers. 

When we first come to faith in Christ, our lives are not 

pure. Our motives are selfish, our thinking is corrupt, 
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and our patterns of behavior are sinful. We are saved 

by God’s grace alone through faith alone in Christ 

alone. But in his justice, God does not allow us to live 

unchanged. He subjects us to the intense heat of trials 

to burn off our impurities. He leads us through refining 

cycles that make us more and more worthy of the 

salvation that he has already granted us by his grace. 

God proves the worthiness of believers. 

Paul recognized that God was carrying out this process 

in the lives of the Thessalonian believers. In 2 

Thessalonians 1:1-3, he says, 

Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy, To the church 

of the Thessalonians in God our Father and 

the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace to you and 

peace from God our Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ. We ought always to give thanks 

to God for you, brothers, as is right, because 

your faith is growing abundantly, and the 

love of every one of you for one another is 

increasing. 

Since Paul is still together with Silvanus and Timothy 

as in 1 Thessalonians, this letter was probably written 

less than a year later. He again thanks God for his work 

in the lives of the Thessalonian Christians. You may 

remember that back in 1 Thessalonians 3:10 and 12, he 
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prayed that he could supply what was lacking in their 

faith and that God would make them increase and 

abound in love. He had not been able to visit them, but 

their faith was abundantly growing, and their love was 

increasing. 

How was God bringing about this growth? Paul does 

not give a direct explanation, but in verse 4, he says 

Therefore we ourselves boast about you in 

the churches of God for your steadfastness 

and faith in all your persecutions and in the 

afflictions that you are enduring.  

Paul does not say what this persecution entailed. Acts 

17 tells us that when he was in the city, a mob attacked 

the home of one of the believers named Jason. They 

dragged him before the city authorities and accused 

Christians of acting against the decrees of Caesar and 

following another king named Jesus. Jason was forced 

to pay them money as some sort of guarantee that they 

were not traitors to the state. Apparently, this kind of 

harassment was continuing, and perhaps worsening. 

You might assume that hardship like this would stifle 

spiritual growth, but when life is relatively easy, we are 

tempted to handle everything with our own strength. 
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Trials reveal our weakness. They expose the flimsiness 

of our coping strategies, pressing us to rely upon God 

alone. As a result, our faith can become stronger. 

James 1:2-4 explains this connection by saying, 

Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet 

trials of various kinds, for you know that the 

testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 

And let steadfastness have its full effect, that 

you may be perfect and complete, lacking in 

nothing. 

So, the promise of spiritual growth enables us to find 

joy in trials, even in persecution. But there is even more 

at stake. In 2 Thessalonians 1:5, Paul says,  

This is evidence of the righteous judgment of 

God, that you may be considered worthy of 

the kingdom of God, for which you are also 

suffering— 

Backing our way through this verse helps us 

understand Paul’s logic. The Thessalonians were 

suffering for their belief that Jesus Christ is Lord, the 

coming king who will reign over all the earth. The 

persecution itself showed that there was something 

different about their lives, something that convicted 

unbelievers and prompted them to lash out. 
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Nevertheless, the Thessalonians persevered, holding 

fast to their faith. So, their changed lives, the 

persecution, and their endurance all demonstrated that 

they were genuinely saved, and thus worthy to 

participate in the kingdom of God at Christ’s return. 

But in what sense was their worthiness evidence of the 

righteous judgment of God? Since all have sinned, we 

are all worthy to be judged and condemned. But when 

you believe in Christ you are forgiven, excused from 

condemnation, and declared righteous. Our salvation 

is entirely by God’s grace, but it should begin to change 

how we live, and that change confirms the justice of 

God’s saving work. 

We hear this concept of justice in the exchange between 

the Lord and Satan at the beginning of the story of Job. 

Job 1:8-11 tells us, 

And the LORD said to Satan, "Have you 

considered my servant Job, that there is none 

like him on the earth, a blameless and 

upright man, who fears God and turns away 

from evil?" Then Satan answered the LORD 

and said, "Does Job fear God for no reason? 

Have you not put a hedge around him and his 

house and all that he has, on every side? You 
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have blessed the work of his hands, and his 

possessions have increased in the land. But 

stretch out your hand and touch all that he 

has, and he will curse you to your face." 

Suffering is not all about us. It has a higher purpose 

that we cannot see. God was demonstrating his 

transforming work in the life of Job. Similarly, when 

we endure suffering in a worthy way, we provide 

evidence that God’s saving work is righteous and just. 

So, whatever trials you face, whether it be persecution 

or some other hardship, strive to live in a worthy way. 
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E x p r e s s i o n  2  

G o d  P u n i s h e s  t h e  D i s o b e d i e n c e  

o f  U n b e l i e v e r s  

The word “narrow” carries a pretty negative 

connotation today. Even those who are not 

claustrophobic like wide open spaces. But it is not just 

a matter of our physical surroundings. We like choices, 

options, and freedom to live however we want. The 

world detests people who are “narrow-minded.” 

Some people try to portray Jesus as a very open-

minded individual, and in some ways, he is. He spoke 

of God’s great love for the world (Jn 3:16), and he 
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reflected it by being a friend of sinners (Mt 11:19). He 

came to give his life as a ransom for people, so that 

whoever believes in him could be saved (Mk 10:45). But 

Matthew 7:13-14 tells us that he said, 

“Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is 

wide and the way is easy that leads to 

destruction, and those who enter by it are 

many. For the gate is narrow and the way is 

hard that leads to life, and those who find it 

are few.” 

Many refuse to accept this statement. They insist that 

there must be a wider path. Some assume that God will 

just forgive everyone because we are not that bad. 

Others argue that the saving work of Christ will apply 

to everyone regardless of whether they personally 

received him. Even C.S. Lewis, the Christian scholar 

who wrote The Chronicles of Narnia, asserted that 

anyone who pursues goodness and shows true faith 

even in another religion would ultimately be saved.  

But the Bible is clear that in his justice, God will punish 

the disobedience of unbelievers. Paul explains this 

concept in very clear terms in 2 Thessalonians 1. He 

begins by addressing the persecution that the believers 

there were facing. In verses 6-7, he says, 
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since indeed God considers it just to repay 

with affliction those who afflict you, and to 

grant relief to you who are afflicted as well as 

to us, when the Lord Jesus is revealed from 

heaven with his mighty angels 

The justice of God will bring about a fundamental 

reversal. The afflicters will be afflicted, and the afflicted 

will find relief. Luke’s version of the Sermon on the 

Mount tells us that Jesus spoke of a similar change (see 

Lu 6:20-26). He said that the hungry will be satisfied, 

and the full will be hungry. Those who weep will laugh, 

and those who laugh will mourn and weep. So, 

believers can find strength and comfort in knowing 

that justice will be served and that the blessings that 

await us in eternity will far outweigh the sufferings that 

we experience in this life. 

Paul specifies that Jesus himself is the one who will 

initiate this change as he returns. He is more than a 

Savior. He is the ultimate judge. Everyone who has ever 

lived will be resurrected to stand before him. John 

5:22-23 tells us that he said, 

For the Father judges no one, but has given 

all judgment to the Son, that all may honor 

the Son, just as they honor the Father. 
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Whoever does not honor the Son does not 

honor the Father who sent him. 

So, the judgment of Christ extends beyond those who 

persecute Christians. He will not reserve punishment 

for the worst of the worst, oppressive tyrants, or blood-

thirsty killers. In 2 Thessalonians 1:8-9, Paul continues 

by saying that Jesus will be revealed,  

in flaming fire, inflicting vengeance on those 

who do not know God and on those who do 

not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They 

will suffer the punishment of eternal 

destruction, away from the presence of the 

Lord and from the glory of his might, 

Why would Jesus inflict vengeance upon people? God 

is holy, and he has revealed the way to live a holy life. 

He has given us commandments that can be summed 

up by saying love God and love people. As our Creator, 

he deserves to be known and worshiped. So, when his 

creatures ignore him, it offends him. But there is good 

news. God is gracious. He sent Jesus to atone for our 

sins through his death on the cross. He just calls us to 

repent and believe. But when people arrogantly refuse 

this gift of salvation, it is like spitting in his face. His 

vengeance is entirely appropriate. 
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What will the punishment for such people be? Some 

interpret “destruction” to mean that they cease to exist, 

but that view does not fit with the other details here in 

2 Thessalonians 1:9.  First, it makes no sense to label 

this condition eternal, if it is merely the end of 

existence. It must involve some kind of awareness. 

Jesus described eternal punishment as an ongoing 

experience. Matthew 8:12 tells us that he spoke of 

people being “thrown into the outer darkness” where 

there will be “weeping and gnashing of teeth.” Mark 

9:48 tells us that he spoke of people being thrown into 

hell, “where their worm does not die and the fire is not 

quenched.” 

Some argue that the descriptions Jesus gave are 

metaphorical not literal. That may be true, but even if 

it is, it does not support the idea that this destruction is 

the cessation of existence. Paul describes this condition 

as being away from the presence of the Lord and the 

glory of his might. God is the one true source of all 

goodness, comfort, peace, and joy. To whatever degree 

we experience those things here and now, it comes 

from him. So, eternal destruction is an existence 

without any of that. Even the terrible descriptions 
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Jesus gave cannot capture the full awfulness of what 

that experience will be. 

Some people assert that eternal punishment is cruel. 

But in a sense, it is simply a matter of God giving people 

what they want. They refused to seek the Lord or draw 

near to him during their life. At the judgment, he 

removes them from his presence entirely. But does it 

need to be eternal? Yes, since each sin violates the 

infinite holiness and worthiness of God, it deserves 

infinite punishment. 

How should Christians respond to this future 

expression of God’s justice? If we become smug, 

boastful, or condescending toward unbelievers, we are 

entirely missing the heart of Christ. The reality of 

eternal punishment should fill us with compassion for 

people, even those who mock us or persecute us. Luke 

23:34 tells us that when the soldiers crucified Jesus, he 

prayed, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what 

they do.” We should have the same heart.  

No matter how badly people treat you, pray for them to 

be saved from eternal destruction. Plead with them to 

turn to Christ and join you on the narrow path that 

leads to eternal life. 



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

216 

E x p r e s s i o n  3  

G o d  D i s p l a y s  t h e  G l o r y  o f  C h r i s t  

Precious jewels are not typically found lying around on 

the surface of the earth for all to see. They are formed 

underground, hidden away from sight surrounded by 

other worthless rocks. Their glory cannot be fully 

appreciated until they are brought out and put on 

display. Most people are unwilling to put forth the 

effort to seek them out, but those who do find a 

valuable treasure. 

Jesus Christ is like one of those jewels. Other than at 

the Transfiguration, his full glory was hidden during 

his first coming. In Philippians 2:7, Paul says that he 
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“emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being 

born in the likeness of men.” Most people did not grasp 

his true worth. Though he was perfectly righteous and 

loving, he was mocked and treated with contempt. He 

was stripped, beaten, scourged, and nailed to a cross, 

subjected to public shame alongside common 

criminals in his death. So, God will one day express his 

justice by displaying the glory of Christ for all to see. 

Paul links this revelation to and contrasts it with the 

punishment of unbelievers. In 2 Thessalonians 1:10, he 

says that their punishment begins,  

when he comes on that day to be glorified in 

his saints, and to be marveled at among all 

who have believed, because our testimony to 

you was believed. 

Paul gives two descriptions of those who will celebrate 

his glory. First, they are saints, holy ones. Praise from 

corrupt lips would never be good enough for him. He 

deserves to be worshiped by people who are perfectly 

pure. But since all people have sinned and fallen short 

of the glory of God, the purpose of Jesus’ first coming 

was to make worthy worshipers. As Paul says in 2 

Corinthians 5:20, “For our sake he made him to be sin 
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who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 

righteousness of God.” 

Paul also says in 2 Thessalonians 1:10 that Jesus will be 

marveled at among all who have believed. This is not a 

separate group from the saints. We receive Christ’s 

righteousness and a holy standing before God when we 

believe. So, every true believer is a saint.  

Paul also notes that they came to believe through his 

testimony. So, this faith has content. It is the 

acceptance of the good news about who Jesus is, what 

he came to do, and what he will do when he returns. It 

is the conviction of his worthiness before his full glory 

is revealed. Jesus himself described faith this way in 

Matthew 13:44 when he said, 

The kingdom of heaven is like treasure 

hidden in a field, which a man found and 

covered up. Then in his joy he goes and sells 

all that he has and buys that field. 

If that is how we begin our relationship with Christ, 

how much more will we marvel at him when he 

returns? But we do not have to wait until then to glorify 

him. That should be our focus as we wait. So, in 2 

Thessalonians 1:11-12, Paul says, 
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To this end we always pray for you, that our 

God may make you worthy of his calling and 

may fulfill every resolve for good and every 

work of faith by his power, so that the name 

of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, 

and you in him, according to the grace of our 

God and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Paul expands upon the idea of worthiness in two ways. 

First, he acknowledges that it is something that God 

must do in our lives. He prays for God to continue this 

work in the lives of the Thessalonians. But God does 

not work apart from the will of the individual. He also 

prays for God to fulfill every resolve for good and every 

work of faith. We must aspire to do good, and we make 

the effort, even though it is only accomplished by God’s 

power. 

Secondly, Paul notes that worthiness alone is not the 

ultimate goal. We are to live worthy lives so that the 

name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified. We 

demonstrate his glory through our good works. But we 

also share in his glory. He is glorified in us, and we are 

glorified in him. Our lives become conformed more and 

more to his image. But Paul clarifies again that this is 



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

220 

God’s doing. It is according to the grace of our God and 

the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Jesus deserves to be glorified. Are you looking forward 

to the time when it will happen fully at his return? Are 

you working toward that end in how you live now? 

C o n c l u s i o n  

So, as we face hardship, opposition, and even 

persecution, we must see the justice of God. He uses 

circumstances to prove the worthiness of believers. He 

will ultimately punish the disobedience of unbelievers, 

and he will display the glory of Christ. What is your 

response to this passage? 

Have you obeyed the gospel of Christ? God deserves to 

be known and worshiped. He sent his Son to provide a 

way of salvation. So, he commands you to repent and 

believe. If you have never done so, I urge you to start 

down that narrow path today. If you are still trying to 

understand God’s justice and the gospel, I encourage 

you to read the third chapter of John’s Gospel. 

If you are a believer, are you walking worthy? Are you 

living for the glorify of Christ? What changes can you 
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make to better pursue that goal? Are you growing in 

faith and increasing in love? Are you reflecting the 

compassion of Christ for the lost? Perhaps you have an 

unbelieving friend who needs to be warned about the 

consequences of judgment? Would you reach out to 

them in love and share your testimony? 

May Christ be glorified in us and we in him! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How does this passage change your 

understanding of God’s justice? 

 

 

 

 

2. How has God used times of affliction to help you 

grow? 

 

 

 

 

3. How should this passage shape our prayers? 
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1 1  

E N D  T I M E S  C O N F I D E N C E  

2  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  2 : 1 - 1 2  

What would it be like if your vision was turned upside 

down? Back in the late 1800’s a professor in Berkeley, 

California, wanted to find out. He constructed a set of 

goggles that inverted up and down, left and right, and 

he started wearing them around campus. The first day 

he was nauseated, but he did not give up. On the second 

day the world seemed normal, but he had trouble 

sensing the position of his body in it. By the end of the 
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week, his brain adapted so that he no longer noticed 

any difference. 

We have a remarkable ability to adjust to things, but 

that flexibility is not always good. Our perception of 

truth and morality can be turned upside down. We 

start to see wrong as right and right as wrong, bad as 

good, and good as bad. We even lose any awareness of 

the reversal.  

One example of this inverted perspective is how people 

understand the end times. The word “apocalypse” has 

taken on an entirely negative connotation. It is seen as 

a devastating future that should be feared and 

prevented, if at all possible. But the Bible presents it in 

a positive way.  

“Apocalypse” is a Greek word that means revelation. It 

is the title of the last book of the New Testament. The 

great hope of Christianity is that the glory and power of 

Jesus Christ will be revealed as he returns to earth to 

reign. He will vanquish sin and death and renew the 

earth to a state of perfection. Now this process will 

involve frightening cataclysmic events poured out 

upon the world in judgment. But the outcome is so 
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good that Jesus said that we should pray, “Thy 

kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in 

heaven.” Christians should look forward to the end 

times with confidence. 

The early church in Thessalonica understood this great 

hope. In the Apostle Paul’s first letter to them, he noted 

that they were waiting for Jesus to return. But in his 

second letter, we learn that they were facing intense 

persecution. Apparently, someone was even claiming 

that the day of the Lord had begun. Rather than looking 

forward with anticipation, they were alarmed. So, in 2 

Thessalonians 2:1-12, Paul reminds them of three 

sources of confidence. 

Our circumstances and concerns are very different 

from those of the Thessalonians, but every believer 

should approach end times prophecy with confidence. 

We must put aside the world’s inverted perception. We 

must understand these sources of confidence and draw 

hope and strength from them. 
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S o u r c e  1  

B e  C o n f i d e n t  i n  G o d ’ s  P l a n  

Some people look out at the universe and see chaos. 

They think that everything exists purely by chance, the 

result of a spontaneous big bang. The only structure 

behind it all is the laws of physics, but even those are 

open for debate.  

The Bible presents a radically different perspective, 

however. It tells us that there is a Creator who has such 

a clear plan that Psalm 147:4 says, “He determines the 

number of the stars; he gives to all of them their 

names.” So, in the biblical worldview, there is no chaos. 

Everything fulfills the plan and purpose of God.  
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But if that is true, then why would believers ever worry? 

Sometimes we succumb to doubts about God’s control 

or about his goodness. Sometimes we question the 

accuracy of our understanding or whether we truly 

believe. The Christians in Thessalonica may have been 

wrestling with both problems. In 2 Thessalonians 2:1-

2, Paul tells them, 

Now concerning the coming of our Lord 

Jesus Christ and our being gathered together 

to him, we ask you, brothers, not to be 

quickly shaken in mind or alarmed, either by 

a spirit or a spoken word, or a letter seeming 

to be from us, to the effect that the day of the 

Lord has come. 

These believers were worried that the day of the Lord 

had come. In 1 Thessalonians 5, Paul described the day 

of the Lord as a time of sudden destruction that would 

come upon the world. Old Testament prophecies 

associate it with terrible cataclysmic events. 

Apparently, their fears were stoked by a letter from 

some false teacher claiming to be the Apostle Paul. The 

intense persecution that they were facing may have 

also contributed to their sense that this letter was 

correct. 
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Paul also mentions the coming of Christ and the 

gathering of believers known as the rapture. He 

described these events in 1 Thessalonians 4 as a source 

of great hope. So, he may simply be reminding them to 

look ahead. But if you accept that the rapture happens 

before the day of the Lord, then the Thessalonians may 

have been worried that they had missed it entirely. 

That seems to me to be the best explanation for their 

sense of alarm. 

To correct their misunderstanding, Paul describes two 

events that will happen prior to the day of the Lord. In 

2 Thessalonians 2:3-4 he says, 

Let no one deceive you in any way. For that 

day will not come, unless the rebellion comes 

first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed, 

the son of destruction, who opposes and 

exalts himself against every so-called god or 

object of worship, so that he takes his seat in 

the temple of God, proclaiming himself to be 

God. 

First, there will be a time of great rebellion or apostasy. 

As we just saw in verse 2, false teachers were already 

misleading people from the earliest days of the church. 

So, believers must always be on guard against 
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deceptive spiritual leaders. But Jesus spoke of a 

definitive, widespread movement that will happen at 

some point. Matthew 24:9-12 tells us that he said,  

Then they will deliver you up to tribulation 

and put you to death, and you will be hated 

by all nations for my name's sake. And then 

many will fall away and betray one another 

and hate one another. And many false 

prophets will arise and lead many astray. 

And because lawlessness will be increased, 

the love of many will grow cold. 

This apostasy is linked to a second event, the revelation 

of one whom Paul calls the man of lawlessness, the son 

of destruction. This individual will co-opt every 

religion, drawing people around the world together to 

worship him. He will even claim the temple of God as 

his own. Since Paul sometimes refers to the church as 

God’s temple (1 Cor 3:16-17; Eph 2:19-22), some argue 

that he has that in mind here. But other passages seem 

to indicate that this will happen in the Jewish temple 

in Jerusalem. Daniel 9:27 speaks of one who will put an 

end to sacrifice and offering in Jerusalem and will 

commit abominations. Matthew 24:15 tells us that as 

Jesus looked out at the Jerusalem temple, he referred 

to the same prophetic event. 
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This man of lawlessness is also known by other names. 

John refers to him as the antichrist in 1 John 2:18. To 

some degree he will impersonate Jesus and even 

perform signs and miracles, but his character is not 

humble or holy, but self-exalting and sinful. In 

Revelation 13, John sees him portrayed in a vision as a 

beast, ruling over the earth and demanding worship 

through another beast that functions as a religious 

leader. 

So, Paul’s point was that the day of the Lord had not 

come because this apostasy had not happened and the 

man of lawlessness had not been revealed. In 2 

Thessalonians 2:5, he says, “Do you not remember that 

when I was still with you I told you these things?” 

It would be helpful to have a record of Paul’s oral 

teaching. It would probably answer many of our 

questions. But though the end times may seem chaotic 

to us, it is clear that God has a plan for how end times 

events will unfold. Nothing surprises him. History past, 

present, and future is his story. He revealed some 

aspects of that plan in the Old Testament and some in 

the New, so that believers will trust him. We may not 

be able to sort out the entire prophetic chronology with 
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perfect certainty, but he gives us enough insight to 

assure us that we do not need to worry. We will learn 

more about God’s purposes for these events in a 

moment, but for now we need to see that we should be 

confident in his plan. 
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S o u r c e  2  

B e  C o n f i d e n t  i n  G o d ’ s  P o w e r  

Twenty-two years ago, my wife and I made the long 

move from Southern California to West Michigan with 

our newborn son. We drove through the hot desert, 

over the tall mountains, and across the flat plains 

covered with endless fields of corn. But as we entered 

Michigan we were greeted by dense green trees. Lush, 

thick woods seem to be everywhere. Some areas are 

officially designated as forest, but it is almost 

impossible to know where they start and where they 

stop. It reminds me of that expression about not being 

able to see the forest for the trees. 
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You might have a similar feeling when you begin to 

explore biblical prophecy. You can become so wrapped 

up in various details that you miss the main point, 

particularly as you read the book of Revelation. You 

imagine the reality of cataclysmic events or try to figure 

out who this man of lawlessness will be. But the 

fundamental storyline of end times prophecy is simply 

that Jesus wins. We can be confident in God’s power. 

To comfort the Thessalonian Christians, Paul 

highlights two expressions of God’s power over the 

man of lawlessness. One is in the present, and the other 

in the future. First, in 2 Thessalonians 2:6-7, he says, 

And you know what is restraining him now 

so that he may be revealed in his time. For 

the mystery of lawlessness is already at work. 

Only he who now restrains it will do so until 

he is out of the way. 

In some sense, the force behind the man of lawlessness 

is already active. Paul refers to it as the mystery of 

lawlessness. In 1 John 4:3, John calls it the spirit of the 

antichrist. It is the driving force behind false religion. 

But the man cannot rise to power whenever he wants. 

Something restrains him. 
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Interpreters have made several suggestions to identify 

this restrainer. Some argue that it refers to human 

government in general, or to the Roman empire in 

particular. But the Romans exhibited a spirit of 

lawlessness more than restraint. They advocated the 

worship of the emperor and participated in the 

crucifixion of Christ. Soon after Paul wrote this letter 

some emperors advocated the persecution of 

Christians. 

Some say that God himself is the restrainer. He alone 

has the power to overrule this spirit of lawlessness. But 

in verse 7 Paul says that he who now restrains it will do 

so until he is out of the way. It is hard to say how God 

could ever be out of the way. 

The best suggestion may be to identify this restrainer 

as the Holy Spirit. On the night before Jesus was 

crucified, he taught his disciples about the coming of 

the Holy Spirit. In John 14:7, he said that the Spirit 

dwells with you and will be in you. This change 

happened on the Day of Pentecost as the Spirit began 

to reside in every believer. He gives Christians the 

power to personally resist sin. But through his presence 
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in them, he also influences the rest of the world. John 

16:8-11 tells us that Jesus said, 

And when he comes, he will convict the world 

concerning sin and righteousness and 

judgment: concerning sin, because they do 

not believe in me; concerning righteousness, 

because I go to the Father, and you will see 

me no longer; concerning judgment, because 

the ruler of this world is judged. 

But how would this restraining work of the Holy Spirit 

be taken out of the way? This may occur when the 

church is raptured. As believers are gathered to meet 

the Lord in the air, then the Spirit’s work on earth 

changes. His work would not stop entirely, but he 

would not be present convicting the world in the same 

way that began at the birth of the church on the Day of 

Pentecost. 

So, God exercises this power of restraint over 

lawlessness in the present, and he will demonstrate his 

power in another way in the future. In 2 Thessalonians 

2:8, Paul says, 

And then the lawless one will be revealed, 

whom the Lord Jesus will kill with the breath 

of his mouth and bring to nothing by the 

appearance of his coming. 
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Though this lawless one will present himself as a fake 

Christ, he will not pose any challenge to the Lord’s 

power. Jesus will destroy him with a mere breath.  His 

glorious appearance will bring this imposter to 

nothing. In Revelation 19, John sees Christ return on a 

white horse to wage war upon the unbelieving world.  

In verse 15 he says,  

From his mouth comes a sharp sword with 

which to strike down the nations, and he will 

rule them with a rod of iron. He will tread the 

winepress of the fury of the wrath of God the 

Almighty. 

Then in verse 20, he says,  

And the beast was captured, and with it the 

false prophet who in its presence had done 

the signs by which he deceived those who had 

received the mark of the beast and those who 

worshiped its image. These two were thrown 

alive into the lake of fire that burns with 

sulfur. 

Don’t miss the forest for the trees. God restrains the 

lawless one through the Spirit now, and he will easily 

defeat him through Christ in the future. We can have 

full confidence in God’s power over the forces of evil. 
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S o u r c e  3  

B e  C o n f i d e n t  i n  G o d ’ s  T r u t h  

The lines used to moor a ship to a dock can be massive. 

Even when safely in harbor, protected from the ocean’s 

currents, the vessel can be blasted by the strong winds 

of a storm. But as big as they are, those ropes are not 

unbreakable. Over time they can become worn and 

frayed. If they snap, the ship can collide with other 

vessels and be destroyed. 

In some ways, Christians are like ships. We sail through 

life facing the strong currents of temptation and 

falsehood and occasional storms of trials. But no 

matter what we encounter, the lines that keep us safe 
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never weaken or break. We are bound to our mighty 

Lord by the promises of the gospel. So, we can be 

confident in God’s truth. 

In their alarm, the Thessalonians must have felt 

spiritually adrift, but Paul reassures them. Believers 

are secure in the truth. Those who ignore are the ones 

in danger. They will face two powerful forces in the end 

time. First, in 2 Thessalonians 2:9-10, Paul says, 

The coming of the lawless one is by the 

activity of Satan with all power and false 

signs and wonders, and with all wicked 

deception for those who are perishing, 

because they refused to love the truth and so 

be saved. 

Though Satan is an angelic being, he rebelled against 

God and sought his own glory. He was present in the 

garden of Eden tempting Adam and Eve. We learn from 

Job that he orchestrates trials in the lives of believers. 

In 2 Corinthians 11:14, Paul says that he continues to 

disguise himself as an angel of light to lead people away 

from the truth. So, this lawless one will be his supreme 

effort to mislead the world. He will enable him to 

perform false signs and wonders. Revelation 13:14 tells 

us that this leader will even receive a fatal wound but 
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will live. Perhaps it will be designed as a counterfeit 

resurrection.  

But Paul says that the ones who will fall for this 

deception are already perishing. They never received 

spiritual life because they were not believers. They 

refused to love the truth. Some of them may have been 

aware of God’s word. They may have even accepted 

some of its ideas intellectually. But they did not love it. 

They never embraced it in faith. They were not saved. 

But there will be another force at work in their 

deception besides Satan. In 2 Thessalonians 2:11-12, 

Paul says, 

Therefore God sends them a strong delusion, 

so that they may believe what is false, in 

order that all may be condemned who did not 

believe the truth but had pleasure in 

unrighteousness. 

Satan may see the apostasy and the rise of the lawless 

one as a great attempt to undermine God’s work, but 

it’s not. God sends this delusion upon people as part of 

their ultimate condemnation. They become subject to 

deception for two reasons. First, they did not believe 

the truth. They did not accept the gospel. Along with 
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that they also had pleasure in unrighteousness. In 

other words, they gave themselves over to sin. That is 

why they deserve to experience God’s condemnation. 

But there is a simple way to escape from deception and 

condemnation. Believe and love the truth. Accept the 

good news that Jesus saves. He defeats the lawless one. 

He rescues us from Satan. He reconciles us to God. Let 

him be your anchor. Be confident in God’s truth. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

The events of the end times are frightening, but not for 

those who believe. We can be confident in God’s plan. 

Nothing is outside of his ultimate control. We can be 

confident in his power. He restrains the lawless one 

until his time, and he will destroy him fairly soon after. 

Finally, we can be confident in his truth that protects 

us from deception and ultimately saves us. 

Do you love the truth of the gospel? Are you trusting in 

Jesus as your savior? If not, I encourage you to begin 

today. If this is all new to you and you are struggling to 

understand, keep learning. The fourth chapter of First 
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John in the New Testament parallels 2 Thessalonians 

2 in many ways. I encourage you to read it. 

If you are a believer, do you need to change your 

outlook? Have you fallen for the world’s upside-down 

idea of the apocalypse? Our hope should be fixed upon 

the return of Christ. We must see that he is the ultimate 

answer to every problem that plagues us. No matter 

how hard life gets, we can be confident in God’s plan, 

God’s power, and God’s truth. People should see that 

hope in us and hear about it from us. Would you share 

your confidence? 

May we overflow with hope in our Triune God, Father, 

Son, and Spirit! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. What are some reasons that believers succumb 

to a negative outlook on the end times? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these sources instills the most 

confidence in you? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What truths would you share with an unbeliever 

who is worried about the fate of the world? 
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1 2  

L O V I N G  T H E  T R U T H  

2  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  2 : 1 3 - 3 : 5  

I moved to Michigan back in 1999 to serve as the pastor 

of college and singles ministries at Calvary Bible 

Church, but it took some time to become acclimated. 

Spring break was never a big deal when I was growing 

up in Southern California, just some time off. But after 

my first winter here, I learned the value of seizing that 

week to escape to warmer weather. So, in my second 
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year of ministry, I decided to take a group of students 

to Florida. 

I rented a place in St. Petersburg, and planned out a 

schedule of activities designed to encourage spiritual 

growth and outreach along with some fun in the sun. 

But one of the days was rainy, so we needed an 

alternative. We decided to go to Disney World. Now no 

one had the money to buy tickets, and it was certainly 

not in our trip budget. Instead, we explored the 

shopping areas outside of the parks. We even went to 

the park entrances to take some pictures, but we never 

went inside. So close but so far!  

I think a lot of people wonder if that will be their 

experience with salvation. They possess some 

knowledge of the Bible. Perhaps they grew up in 

church. They might continue to attend or even 

participate in Bible study groups. They accept the truth 

intellectually, but do they really believe? Is there some 

chance that they might be left out? 

Second Thessalonians 2:1-12 reveals that the 

Christians in Thessalonica were alarmed that they had 

been left out of God’s plans. They were waiting to see 
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Jesus at the rapture. But as the persecution they were 

experiencing intensified, someone deceived them into 

thinking that the day of the Lord had already come. So, 

Paul reminds them that a great apostasy will happen 

before the day of the Lord along with the revelation of 

an individual whom he calls the man of lawlessness. In 

verse 10, he describes the people who will be led astray 

by this blasphemous leader as those who, “refused to 

love the truth, and so be saved.” So, Paul assures the 

Thessalonians that believers can face the end times 

with complete confidence in God’s plan, power, and 

truth. 

But how do you know whether you truly believe? What 

does a genuine love for the truth look like? As he 

continues in verse 13 of chapter 2 down to verse 5 of 

chapter 3, he shares an assortment of brief prayers and 

encouragements. At first glance, they seem somewhat 

random. But I think that they reveal three indications 

of a love for God’s truth. 

For some this list will be eye opening. It may expose 

that your relationship with the truth is superficial. If so, 

this is an opportunity for that to change. For others, 

this list will be comforting and affirming. That was 
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Paul’s intent as he wrote. The list also helps us see ways 

that we can continue to grow in our faith. 
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I n d i c a t i o n  1  

C o n v i c t i o n  

It is usually not a compliment if someone says that you 

are looking at life through rose-colored glasses. They 

mean that your perception is more positive than things 

really are. But how do they know whether their 

perspective is more accurate? We all have values and 

beliefs that color our outlook, but most of us never take 

the time to examine our assumptions. 

This sort of reflection is an essential part of being a 

Christian. It is not enough to simply be aware of 

Christian beliefs or engage in Christian practices. The 

truth revealed in the Bible must be integrated into how 
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you think and what you value. It must become the lens 

through which you see life. The love of God’s truth 

must produce personal convictions grounded in the 

gospel.  

Paul demonstrates this outlook as he speaks of the 

Thessalonians. In 2 Thessalonians 2:13-14, he says, 

But we ought always to give thanks to God for 

you, brothers beloved by the Lord, because 

God chose you as the firstfruits to be saved, 

through sanctification by the Spirit and belief 

in the truth. To this he called you through our 

gospel, so that you may obtain the glory of 

our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Some leaders might have been annoyed or impatient 

with the Thessalonian believers. They had already been 

taught about the end times, but Paul had to review 

those previous lessons in this letter. Rather than being 

frustrated, however, he is thankful to God because he 

views their lives from the perspective of the gospel. 

He does not see them as his personal followers. He 

relates to them as brothers. He sees them as being on 

the same level spiritually because they are beloved by 

the Lord and chosen by God for salvation. God is the 

one who takes the initiative in salvation. As Paul says 
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in Ephesians 1:4, that this choice was made before the 

foundation of the world. So, whenever anyone is saved, 

we should give thanks to God for his loving work. 

But how did Paul know that the Thessalonians were 

saved? He mentions two ways. First, the sanctification 

of the Spirit was evident in their lives. They were 

turning away from sin and growing in holiness. They 

could not make these changes in their own strength. It 

was God’s work.  

The sanctifying work of the Spirit, then, leads to a 

second thought. Their growth in holiness 

demonstrated that their faith was real. They genuinely 

believed the truth. 

Now Paul was the one who preached the gospel to 

them, but he could not boast about his efforts. God was 

the one who called them. He did it through Paul’s 

ministry, but it was still God’s work. That was part of 

the idea of firstfruits in the Old Testament. People were 

supposed to offer up the firstfruits to God before the 

harvest was completed. It expressed their faith that 

God would continue to provide. Here Paul expresses 

his confidence that the Thessalonians will obtain the 

glory of Christ. In other words, they were headed to 



W A I T I N G  F O R  J E S U S  

 

250 

eternal life in the presence of God. God began his work 

in their lives, and he would see it through to 

completion. 

So, the gospel shaped Paul’s view of people and the way 

he related to them. It was integrated into his life as a 

personal conviction. But the goal of his ministry was to 

lead others to that same outlook. So, he shifts from 

giving thanks for the Thessalonians to exhorting them. 

In 2 Thessalonians 2:15, he says, 

So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the 

traditions that you were taught by us, either 

by our spoken word or by our letter. 

Some people take this verse as evidence for a separate 

oral tradition aside from the writings of the New 

Testament. The Roman Catholic Church, for instance, 

uses this argument to support the authority of church 

leaders to teach ideas that are not taught in the Bible. 

Paul was familiar with this way of thinking about 

authoritative oral tradition because it was advocated by 

the Jewish Pharisees. He had been a part of that group 

prior to his conversion on the road to Damascus. But 

Matthew 15:1-9 tells us that Jesus condemned the 

Pharisees for their exaltation of tradition, and Paul 
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himself warns against the danger of tradition in 

Colossians 2:8. So, he was probably not advocating 

something like that here. He seems to use the term 

tradition to refer to his teaching that the Thessalonians 

heard in person and that he was now repeating in this 

letter. 

He exhorts the Thessalonians to embrace this teaching 

in two ways that help us understand the power of 

adopting the truth as a conviction. First, they are to 

stand firm. Their beliefs should not be fluid and 

constantly shifting. The truths of the gospel must 

become their anchor. For that to happen, they must 

also hold to those truths. They must fully grasp them 

and embrace them.  

Do you have this sort of relationship with God’s truth? 

Are you anchored to it? Does it color your view of life? 

Has it become a personal conviction? 
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I n d i c a t i o n  2  

A p p l i c a t i o n  

Sometimes you receive a gift that you do not want and 

will never use. You might try to exchange it for 

something better. But if that does not work, it will just 

take up space in your closet. You might re-gift it to 

someone else. But will they want it if you do not? On 

the other hand, some gifts are so amazing that you 

would never give it up. You use it all the time. In fact, 

you love it so much that you think everyone needs it. 

The truth of the gospel is that sort of gift, but some 

people do not realize it. They receive it but never use it. 

It just takes up mental space. They might even have 
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convictions, but they are like a Bible on a shelf 

collecting dust. When you love God’s truth, you put it 

into practice. You apply it to your life and use it every 

day. 

Paul has already commended the Thessalonians for 

their application of the truth. But in 2 Thessalonians 

2:16-17, he prays that they would continue to put it into 

practice. He says, 

Now may our Lord Jesus Christ himself, and 

God our Father, who loved us and gave us 

eternal comfort and good hope through 

grace, comfort your hearts and establish 

them in every good work and word. 

In verse 16, he frames his prayer in gospel terms. He 

looks to Jesus Christ as our Lord and God as our 

Father. But we could not even begin to relate to them 

that way if it were not for the next phrase. They loved 

us and gave us eternal comfort and good hope through 

grace. Our sin makes us unlovely, but God chooses to 

love us anyway. We suffer pain and grief in this fallen 

world, but he offers us a comfort that will last for 

eternity. On our own we are hopeless, but he gives us 

an unshakable hope by his free grace. Could there be 

any better gift?  
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So, Paul prays that God would help the Thessalonians 

use that gift in two ways. First, he prays that God would 

comfort their hearts. He has already given them eternal 

comfort in salvation, so this sounds repetitive. But I 

think his point is that the Thessalonians needed to 

apply that comfort to their immediate circumstances. 

They were being persecuted. They were worried about 

the end times. So, the truth of God’s comfort needed to 

move from their heads down into their hearts. They 

needed to experience it at that moment. 

Paul also prays, secondly, that God would establish 

them in every good work and word. In verse 15, he 

called them to stand firm in the truth, but here he asks 

God to establish them in goodness. They were 

experiencing hostility from people in their city, but 

Paul was praying that they would not retaliate. He 

asked God to grant them an unshakeable goodness in 

both how they behaved and how they spoke. It reminds 

me of his words in Romans 12:21, where he says, “Do 

not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” 

From a purely human perspective, such a response 

makes no sense, but it is the perfect application of the 
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grace of God. They were to treat others as God had 

treated them. 

Are you applying the truth of the gospel? Are you using 

its comfort to overcome the discouragements of life in 

a fallen world? Do you reflect the undeserved goodness 

of God’s grace in the things you do for people and the 

words you say to them? 
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I n d i c a t i o n  3  

P r o c l a m a t i o n  

There are one hundred and twenty-nine lighthouses in 

the state of Michigan, more than any other state. I have 

visited several of them, and from what I have seen thus 

far, no two are exactly alike. But they all serve the same 

purpose. They shine in the darkness to protect ships in 

the night. 

Jesus used a similar picture to describe the mission 

believers must fulfill. Matthew 5:14-16 tells us that he 

said, 

You are the light of the world. A city set on a 

hill cannot be hidden. Nor do people light a 
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lamp and put it under a basket, but on a 

stand, and it gives light to all in the house. In 

the same way, let your light shine before 

others, so that they may see your good works 

and give glory to your Father who is in 

heaven. 

As we just saw at the end of 2 Thessalonians 2, Paul was 

praying that the Thessalonians Christians would be 

established in every good work and word. Their love for 

the truth should lead to application, but also to 

proclamation. They should shine in the darkness, so 

that the unbelieving world can see and hear the truth. 

Paul himself was committed to fulfilling that purpose. 

So, in 2 Thessalonians 3:1-2, he says, 

Finally, brothers, pray for us, that the word 

of the Lord may speed ahead and be honored, 

as happened among you, and that we may be 

delivered from wicked and evil men. For not 

all have faith. 

Paul asks for prayer for himself and his coworkers, but 

at the same time he speaks of the word of the Lord as 

its own entity. They were proclaiming it everywhere 

they went, but he knew that God could cause it to speed 

ahead. It could be honored as it spread through 
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transformed lives. That was how the Lord worked in 

Thessalonica.  

But the brighter the light shines, the more the darkness 

pushes back. Paul asked them to pray for him and his 

coworkers to be delivered from wicked and evil men. 

His standard pattern of ministry as he went to a city 

was to preach first to any Jewish people, but some 

responded with hostility toward him. He would then 

focus on preaching to the Gentiles in a city. But if many 

of them believed and turned away from their 

traditional idolatrous religion, Paul could face 

opposition from Gentiles too.  

So, Paul needed God’s deliverance from wicked and evil 

men outside the church. But when he says, “For not all 

have faith,” I suspect that he may be referring to wicked 

and evil men within the church. As the gospel spread, 

false teachers arose who sought to exploit the 

movement to gain money and power. They claimed to 

be Christians, but they were leading believers astray 

and even turning them against Paul. We see evidence 

of this in some of his letters as he defends his ministry. 

So, this prayer request encompasses both the 
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proclamation of the truth and its continued 

preservation. 

However, asking people to pray does not mean that 

Paul was worried. He was confident in the Lord, and 

particularly in his work among the Thessalonians. In 2 

Thessalonians 3:3-4, he says, 

But the Lord is faithful. He will establish you 

and guard you against the evil one. And we 

have confidence in the Lord about you, that 

you are doing and will do the things that we 

command. 

The evil one attacks everyone who loves the truth. He 

tempts us to give in to sin and discourages us through 

various afflictions. He foments opposition from hostile 

people and inspires false teaching to distort and deny 

the gospel. But God is faithful to establish believers and 

to guard them. He is the one who keeps us on the path 

of righteousness. Yet we should still pray, so in 2 

Thessalonians 3:5, Paul says, “May the Lord direct your 

hearts to the love of God and to the steadfastness of 

Christ.” 

This is the goal of gospel proclamation. It is that people 

would be so moved by God’s love for them that they 
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would respond by loving him with their entire heart, 

soul, mind, and strength. It is that they would be so 

impacted by the steadfastness of Christ in his suffering 

to purchase salvation that they would stand firm under 

suffering for him. Is that your heart? Is that your prayer 

for others? Are we shining the light of God’s truth? 

C o n c l u s i o n  

God wants us to love his truth. It is not enough to be 

aware of it, it must form into sincere convictions that 

form our outlook on life. Those convictions cannot 

remain intellectual. They must lead to application and 

spiritual transformation. It might seem easier to apply 

the truth if we separate ourselves from the world, but 

that is not what the Lord wants. A love for his truth 

leads us to proclaim it, shining its light for all the world 

to see through what we say and what we do.  

Do you love God’s truth? If not, I invite you to begin 

today. Read the Scripture for yourself. Let it begin to 

shape you. One of the great passages that describes this 

love for truth is Psalm 119. At 176 verses, it is the 

longest chapter in the Bible, and each of those verses 

provide unique insight into how to relate to what God 
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has revealed. If you are wrestling with whether to start 

down this path, I encourage you to read it.  

If you do love God’s truth, how could you continue to 

deepen that love? Most believers seem to be strong in 

one or two of these indications that I have highlighted, 

but weak in one or two others. Is there one on which 

you need to focus? Do you need to develop stronger 

convictions?  Are you applying the truth in living out 

good works? Are you proclaiming the truth and shining 

the light for others? 

May God’s truth be honored through each of us! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. Which of these indications of a love for God’s 

truth is most evident in your life? How so? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these indications of a love for God’s 

truth is least evident in your life? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to deepen your love 

for God’s truth? 
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1 3  

T H E  W O R K  O F  W A I T I N G   

2  T H E S S A L O N I A N S  3 : 6 - 1 8  

Waiting is not easy when you are headed to an exciting 

destination. Think of children on a family road trip, 

asking “Are we there yet?” The old answer was, “We’ll 

get there, when we get there.” Of course, with modern 

technology parents can give an exact time of arrival, 

but that still does not help. Kids would be better off 

reading, playing a game, or watching a movie. But do 

you want to start a movie if you won’t be able to finish 
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it? It can be hard to focus when you are filled with 

anticipation. 

We have learned from Paul’s two letters to them that 

the Christians in Thessalonica were filled with 

anticipation of Christ’s return. They were waiting to 

meet him in the air, and Paul commended them for 

their eagerness. When Jesus comes, he will resurrect 

believers who have died and transform those who are 

alive, leading them together into eternal glory and 

judging evil in the world. These events give us comfort, 

hope, and peace. 

But no one knows when those end times events will 

happen, so how should we live while we wait? Should 

we devote ourselves exclusively to evangelism or to 

worship and prayer? Should we bother with the normal 

affairs of life in this world—school, job, home, or 

savings? Does it make sense to focus on such things? 

In 2 Thessalonians 3:6-18, we learn that some people 

in that church were avoiding work and exploiting the 

generosity of their fellow believers. With the church’s 

focus on the end times, they might have used the 

imminence of Christ’s return as their rationale. Why 
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bother with work when Jesus could come at any 

moment? Perhaps they claimed to be fulfilling some 

ministry role, but they were probably just being lazy. 

Paul does not say how they justified this behavior, but 

he offers three responses to believers who avoid work. 

Now most of us are probably not tempted to sell our 

possessions, give up our jobs, and simply wait for 

Jesus. We have the opposite inclination. For many of 

us home and work are everything. We live as if Jesus is 

never coming back. Some even treat end times 

prophecy as escapist fantasy, rather than reality. The 

idle people in Thessalonica needed to work as they 

waited, but we need to develop a mindset of waiting for 

Jesus as we work. The lessons in this passage apply to 

both concerns. 
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R e s p o n s e  1  

S e t  a n  E x a m p l e  

Our culture admires people who go off the beaten path, 

being true to themselves, living life their own way. But 

most trails are well worn for good reason. If you 

wander astray, you might get lost. You might encounter 

tiresome obstacles. Your creative shortcut might turn 

out to be a dead end. Sometimes the beaten path is the 

way of wisdom. 

When Paul first went to Thessalonica, he blazed a clear 

trail for them to follow. He set an example for them 

regarding work, but some ignored it. In 2 

Thessalonians 3:6-9, he says, 
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Now we command you, brothers, in the name 

of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away 

from any brother who is walking in idleness 

and not in accord with the tradition that you 

received from us. For you yourselves know 

how you ought to imitate us, because we were 

not idle when we were with you, nor did we 

eat anyone's bread without paying for it, but 

with toil and labor we worked night and day, 

that we might not be a burden to any of you. 

It was not because we do not have that right, 

but to give you in ourselves an example to 

imitate. 

The ideas in these verses are familiar from Paul’s 

previous letter to the Thessalonians. He mentioned his 

own diligent work ethic back in 1 Thessalonians 2:9. In 

that context, he refers to it as proof of his integrity and 

his fatherly concern for them. In 1 Thessalonians 5:14, 

he told the church to admonish those who are idle or 

unruly, but he did not elaborate on their behavior. Here 

these two topics collide. From the outset, he must have 

recognized that some of the believers in the city were 

inclined to be lazy. So, he deliberately set a pattern of 

hard work for them to follow. 

Apparently, this problem was common in the Greek 

culture of that time. Some scholars claim that the 
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Greeks valued intellectual pursuits like philosophy but 

looked down on menial labor. Others are more blunt. 

In Titus 1:12, Paul says, “One of the Cretans, a prophet 

of their own, said, ‘Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, 

lazy gluttons.’” 

In chapter 2 of that letter to Titus, Paul explains the 

importance of work. Christians should work in a way 

that demonstrates the life-transforming power of the 

gospel. We must set an example in how we work for the 

purpose of evangelism. In fact, the imminent return of 

Christ makes this an urgent matter. Even slaves can be 

a witness through their diligence and honesty. In 

verses 9 and 10, Paul says,  

Bondservants are to be submissive to their 

own masters in everything; they are to be 

well-pleasing, not argumentative, not 

pilfering, but showing all good faith, so that 

in everything they may adorn the doctrine of 

God our Savior. 

So, our approach to work, even the most boring menial 

labor, is a spiritual matter. It is a direct expression of 

our sanctification. We should always work as if the 

Lord is our boss. If we are waiting for his return, then 
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we should be doing what pleases him. In Colossians 

3:23-24, Paul says, 

Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the 

Lord and not for men, knowing that from the 

Lord you will receive the inheritance as your 

reward. You are serving the Lord Christ. 

It is particularly important for church leaders to be 

characterized by diligence. We are not necessarily 

required to work outside the church. As Paul mentions 

here in 2 Thessalonians 3:9, we do have a right to 

receive support. But we should still work hard. In 1 

Timothy 5:17-18, Paul says, 

Let the elders who rule well be considered 

worthy of double honor, especially those who 

labor in preaching and teaching. For the 

Scripture says, "You shall not muzzle an ox 

when it treads out the grain," and, "The 

laborer deserves his wages." 

It is so important for the entire church to set an 

example, that those who avoid work must be 

disciplined. In 2 Thessalonians 3:6, Paul tells the 

believers to keep away from such individuals. The 

unbelieving world needs to see that the church does not 

approve of laziness. But how should disciplinary action 
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like this be carried out? We will see in a moment that 

Paul returns to that subject later in the chapter. 

For now, consider your own approach to work. Are you 

setting an example? Do people see you as a hard 

worker? Do they see someone who just wants to make 

more money and move up in the company, or do they 

see a person who genuinely works for the Lord? Does 

your work adorn the doctrine of God our Savior? 
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R e s p o n s e  2  

E a r n  a  L i v i n g  

Bread shows up often as you read through the Bible. 

After Adam and Eve sinned, God said that they would 

only eat of it by the sweat of their face (Gen 3:19). Later 

as God rescued the people of Israel from Egypt, they ate 

it in a hurry, unleavened (Ex 12:8). When they were 

hungry in the wilderness, he provided it in the form of 

manna (Ex 16:15). The New Testament tells us that our 

Savior was born in Bethlehem which means, “House of 

Bread” (Mt 2:1). So, it should not be any surprise that 

he multiplied loaves and then told people, “I am the 

bread of life” (Jn 6:11, 35). 
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Bread was the basic staple of life. So, to earn a living 

was to eat your own bread and not someone else’s. Paul 

mentioned this expression in 2 Thessalonians 3:8, and 

he comes back to it again in verses 10-12, though the 

ESV translates it as “earn a living.” Paul says, 

For even when we were with you, we would 

give you this command: If anyone is not 

willing to work, let him not eat. For we hear 

that some among you walk in idleness, not 

busy at work, but busybodies. Now such 

persons we command and encourage in the 

Lord Jesus Christ to do their work quietly 

and to earn their own living. 

Why was Paul so strict about work? He takes a strong 

stand because work is integral to God’s design for our 

lives. Before sin entered the world when everything was 

still perfect and good, God gave Adam a responsibility. 

Genesis 2:15 says, “The LORD God took the man and 

put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it.” 

Work only became arduous after the Fall. Before that it 

was a pure blessing from God. In fact, Jesus’ parables 

of the talents and the minas suggests that believers will 

be blessed with some sort of responsibilities after he 

returns (Mt 25:14-20; Lu 19:11-27) 
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Work is also prominent in the Law that God gave to the 

people of Israel. When we read the Fourth of the Ten 

Commandments, we tend to focus on the Sabbath, the 

weekly day of rest that God required. But the 

commandment also addresses the other six days of the 

week. Exodus 20:8-11 tells us that God said, 

Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 

Six days you shall labor, and do all your work, 

but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD 

your God. On it you shall not do any work, 

you, or your son, or your daughter, your male 

servant, or your female servant, or your 

livestock, or the sojourner who is within your 

gates. For in six days the LORD made heaven 

and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and 

rested on the seventh day. Therefore the 

LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it 

holy. 

So, the Old Testament presents work as a blessing, a 

commandment, but also as a matter of wisdom. 

Proverbs 6:10-11 says, “A little sleep, a little slumber, a 

little folding of the hands to rest, and poverty will come 

upon you like a robber, and want like an armed man.” 

In Proverbs 19:15 we read, “Slothfulness casts into a 

deep sleep, and an idle person will suffer hunger.” Then 

Proverbs 20:13 tells us, “Love not sleep, lest you come 
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to poverty; open your eyes, and you will have plenty of 

bread.” 

Perhaps Paul had these proverbs in mind as he wrote 

to the Thessalonians. Apparently, some in the church 

were supporting those who were idle. But their 

generosity was enabling these people to head down a 

destructive path. Their avoidance of work was 

disobedient in and of itself. But their idleness also gave 

them time to be busybodies, meddling in other people’s 

business. In 1 Timothy 5:13, Paul raises a similar 

concern about young widows receiving financial 

support from the church rather than remarrying. He 

says, “Besides that, they learn to be idlers, going about 

from house to house, and not only idlers, but also 

gossips and busybodies, saying what they should not.” 

On a practical level, work keeps us out of trouble. The 

idle people in Thessalonica may have been the source 

of some of the doctrinal problems in the church. So, 

Paul’s solution was for them to work quietly and eat 

their own bread. As believers wait for Jesus, we should 

all seek to maintain a quiet, consistent testimony 

before the world. Contrary to what some say, we are not 
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called to be rebels or revolutionaries in society. In 1 

Timothy 2:1-2, Paul said, 

First of all, then, I urge that supplications, 

prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be 

made for all people, for kings and all who are 

in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful 

and quiet life, godly and dignified in every 

way. 

Though the world is filled with evil and injustice, 

Christians should strive to lead a quiet life, working 

hard and trusting that true change will come when 

Jesus returns. We should be characterized by a simple 

spirit of contentment, knowing that something far 

better is coming. As Ecclesiastes 2:24-25 says,  

“There is nothing better for a person than 

that he should eat and drink and find 

enjoyment in his toil. This also, I saw, is from 

the hand of God, for apart from him who can 

eat or who can have enjoyment?” 

Is that your outlook? Are you doing what you can to 

earn a living and enjoy the blessings that God gives? 
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R e s p o n s e  3  

P u r s u e  G o o d n e s s  

Discipline is not easy in a fallen world. We grow weary 

and exhausted. When the alarm goes off in the 

morning, everything in your body tells you to stay in 

bed. You need a purpose that transcends your body’s 

complaints. Athletes find it in winning a competition. 

Others are driven by gaining wealth. But the Christian 

should strive to pursue goodness. In 2 Thessalonians 

3:13, Paul says, “As for you, brothers, do not grow 

weary in doing good.” 

It is easy to see how the believers in Thessalonica could 

feel exasperated. Paul has identified three problems 



T h e  W o r k  o f  W a i t i n g  ( 2  T h  3 : 6 - 1 8 )  

277 

that they were facing. They were being persecuted by 

those outside the church. They were receiving false 

teaching that claimed that the day of the Lord had 

already come. Then these idle people were exploiting 

their generosity. In such circumstances, even the 

strongest believers might be tempted to keep their 

distance from the church or to turn away from the faith 

entirely. 

But Paul encourages them to keep doing good, and that 

should be every believer’s goal as we wait for Jesus. In 

Titus 2:11-14, Paul explains that Christ saved us for this 

purpose. Doing good is a logical response to God’s 

grace. He says,  

For the grace of God has appeared, bringing 

salvation for all people, training us to 

renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, 

and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly 

lives in the present age, waiting for our 

blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of 

our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who 

gave himself for us to redeem us from all 

lawlessness and to purify for himself a people 

for his own possession who are zealous for 

good works. 
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So, how does God define goodness? These verses from 

Titus highlight the importance of personal holiness. 

We do good when we avoid sinful behavior and walk in 

obedience to God’s commands. Later in verse 14 of 

chapter 3, Paul also speaks of the goodness of meeting 

other people’s needs. He says, “And let our people learn 

to devote themselves to good works, so as to help cases 

of urgent need, and not be unfruitful.” 

Someone might argue that waiting for Christ’s return 

would cause us to give up on doing good, but Paul saw 

his coming as an incentive to goodness. When we see 

him, he will reward us for our faithful service. In 

Galatians 6:8-10, Paul says, 

For the one who sows to his own flesh will 

from the flesh reap corruption, but the one 

who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit 

reap eternal life. And let us not grow weary of 

doing good, for in due season we will reap, if 

we do not give up. So then, as we have 

opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and 

especially to those who are of the household 

of faith. 

So, the Christian pursuit of goodness requires personal 

discipline, but it also requires discipline in the church 
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as a group. In 2 Thessalonians 3:14-15, Paul returns to 

this focus by saying, 

If anyone does not obey what we say in this 

letter, take note of that person, and have 

nothing to do with him, that he may be 

ashamed. Do not regard him as an enemy, 

but warn him as a brother. 

Goodness is so important to God that a church must 

take extreme steps when one of its members persists in 

disobedient behavior. It is safe to assume that Paul has 

these idle believers in mind as he writes. First, he says 

to take note of that person. In other words, the entire 

church must recognize and acknowledge the sinfulness 

of the person’s actions.  

Matthew 18:15-20 tells us that Jesus explained this 

process. He said it must begin with someone privately 

confronting the individual. If the person refuses to 

repent, then one or two others should participate in a 

follow-up conversation. If the individual persists in the 

same sin, then the whole church must be told. The goal 

is that they would join in praying for the person and 

pleading with them to come to repentance. 
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To describe the final step, Jesus said, “And if he refuses 

to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a 

Gentile and a tax collector” (Mt 18:17). I think that is 

what Paul has in mind here in 2 Thessalonians 3 when 

he says “keep away” in verse 6 and “have nothing to do 

with him” in verse 14. The person is to be cut off from 

the fellowship of the church. In 1 Corinthians 5, Paul 

explains that this step keeps the individual from 

exerting a sinful influence in the lives of other 

believers. But here he points out that it also serves to 

shame the person, pressing them to repent. 

Paul is careful to note the spirit in which a disciplinary 

situation like this must be carried out. The person 

cannot be treated like an enemy. There should be no 

animosity or condescension. The other believers must 

relate to him with loving concern. His sin cannot be 

overlooked. He must be warned about the 

consequences of his actions. 

The church must be willing to exercise discipline in the 

pursuit of goodness, but we should never become 

judgmental or contentious. So, Paul concludes his 

letter in verses 16-18 by saying, 



T h e  W o r k  o f  W a i t i n g  ( 2  T h  3 : 6 - 1 8 )  

281 

Now may the Lord of peace himself give you 

peace at all times in every way. The Lord be 

with you all. I, Paul, write this greeting with 

my own hand. This is the sign of genuineness 

in every letter of mine; it is the way I write. 

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with 

you all. 

We can have peace as we wait for the Lord to return 

because we know that he is with us. Our lives and our 

fellowship should reflect his grace and peace. We must 

discipline ourselves to pursue goodness. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

Waiting for Jesus does not mean being passive. 

Whatever you do, we must all set an example in how we 

work whether in business, at home, or in school. If you 

are at all able, then earn a living. Find whatever 

blessing you can in the work you do according to God’s 

design. Above all, discipline yourself to pursue 

goodness. Be kind and generous. Meet needs and help 

your fellow believers stay on track with this pursuit in 

their own lives. 

Are you waiting for Jesus? Do you have this hope and 

peace that he offers? If not, I invite you to place your 
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hope in him today. Believe that he died for your sins, 

rose from the dead, and will return to reign as king. 

Receive his grace and let it transform you. If you are 

still trying to understand what life in Christ is like, you 

might want to read Paul’s letter to Titus.  

If your hope is already in Christ, then how are you 

doing at working while you wait? Do you need to 

change your mind set about work in some way? Are you 

pursuing goodness in your own life and for others? 

What more could you do to put God’s grace on display? 

May God help us grow. Even so, come quickly, Lord 

Jesus! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. Are you more focused on work or on waiting? 

How is this expressed in your life? 

2. How does your mindset about work need to 

change to better align with God’s design? 

3. What could you do to be more disciplined in the 

pursuit of goodness? 
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