Week 10: 2 Thessalonians 1:1–4
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Main Point: No matter our circumstances, we can have comfort and peace in Christ and be thankful for other believers who encourage our faith.
Ask your LifeGroup members this question and give them two to three minutes to talk about their answers in a group of four or five:

“Can you remember a time where your parents were upset at you because you were doing something dangerous? What did that look like (discipline, a lecture, stricter rules, etc.)?”
When children put themselves at risk, parents naturally worry, and in order to protect them, may take disciplinary actions so that their children won’t repeat those dangerous behaviors. Parents don’t do those things out of hate, but rather out of love for their children. Furthermore, a child who is disciplined by a parent can still find comfort and peace in that parent when he or she needs it. Good parents are always there for their children and thankful and joyous when they see them doing what is right!
Q: How might you protect loved ones who put themselves in harm’s way?

Q: What are some ways that your parents protected you that you are grateful for?

Q: Were you still able to love and be comfortable with your parents afterward?

Transition: Paul finds himself in a similar situation to parents disciplining their children in 2 Thessalonians. However, that doesn’t mean that he loves the Thessalonian believers any less; in fact, it shows a greater love as he wants to protect them! Let’s look at how Paul handles this situation and encourages the Thessalonians to take comfort in God and be grateful for their fellow believers.
Week 10: 2 Thessalonians 1:1–4
Book
Main Point: No matter our circumstances, we can have comfort and peace in Christ and be thankful for other believers who encourage our faith.
2 Thessalonians 1:1 [Read]

Talking Point 1: Setting the context
Q: How do you think Paul felt not being able to go see the Thessalonians, only being able to write them letters? 

Q: If the first-century apostles were to write a letter to the American church today, what do you think they would say? 

Second Thessalonians is a rather unusual letter because 1) it was written very shortly after Paul sent 1 Thessalonians and 2) it contains a lot of the same content, but with a tone that is quite a bit harsher. New Testament professor Mark Allan Powell says reading 2 Thessalonians is kind of like listening to a newer band doing a “cover” of an older song – the same lyrics and tune, but with a different feel.
 But this wasn’t a “new band.” It was the same author, just a few months later, doing a “cover” of his own work. We know this, not only because it says so in the greeting, but because Paul signed the letter in his own handwriting, the “sign of genuineness in every letter” (3:17), and specifically said this was how they knew the letter was really from him. He was intentional about this because the Thessalonians had received other letters from people claiming to be Paul, writing things he wouldn’t have agreed with (2:2). He didn’t want them to be deceived. He wanted to make sure they knew what his signature looked like so they would know which letters were really from him (3:17). 

It isn’t hard to believe that Paul would write a second letter in a harsher tone about similar things. How often do parents have to tell their kids the same thing again and again, but with a harsher tone the second or third or 10th time? In this case, Paul had written 1 Thessalonians after Timothy had come back from visiting them with a report that the Thessalonians were doing well – persevering through suffering, being an example of faith to all the churches around them – but they had a few questions and concerns. So, the tone of 1 Thessalonians was positive and encouraging. But in 2 Thessalonians, Paul’s teaching swings between rebuke and encouragement, and there are some blunt commands correcting both bad behavior and bad theology. 

Why the difference? Shortly after Paul sent the letter of 1 Thessalonians, he received word that a new crisis had erupted in Thessalonica: There was a rumor that the Second Coming had already happened (2:2). We’re not sure if this false teaching came from one of their members, from an external false teacher, or from a forged letter from someone claiming to be Paul, all three of which the apostle warned them not to be “quickly shaken” by (2:2). Paul had just written to the Thessalonians explaining the end times, and now they were believing a false teaching so easily? You can almost hear his frustration. “Come on, guys! You know that’s not true because the man of lawlessness hasn’t appeared (2:1–12). You know that’s not true because Jesus will come with glory and splendor, with mighty angels in flaming fire (1:7–10), and we will all marvel at it. It couldn’t have already happened, because when it happens, you won’t be able to miss it!”

Even with his frustration, Paul (and Silvanus and Timothy) deeply loved the Thessalonians. He was concerned and wanted to be very clear about this false teaching, but he wasn’t angry as when he wrote to the Galatians. This letter is filled with the same heart for the Thessalonians Paul expressed in his first letter when he said he longed to be with them and described the Thessalonians as his spiritual children, whom he tenderly loved as a nursing mother cares for her children. Paul described the Thessalonians as being deceived by false teachers; he sees them as victims (2:3). The apostle continued to give thanks for them (1:3; 2:13). He even said that he and his co-laborers boasted about them to other churches (1:4). Their attitude was one of concern for their children who were being led astray, not condemnation. Yet, because Paul wanted to be as clear as possible; he had strong words of rebuke for the false teaching and for the Thessalonians’ idleness. Just because he loved them didn’t mean the Thessalonians got a pass! “The Lord disciplines the one He loves” (Hebrews 12:6). Spiritual parents and good Christian friends correct us and hold us accountable when we need it because they love us!

Q: Why is it helpful to have good, Christian friends or mentors who can correct you and hold you accountable? What difference can that correction/accountability make in your life? 

Q: Share any personal examples from your own life if you feel so led. 

Q: Why is it important for our church leaders to correct false teaching? 

2 Thessalonians 1:2 [Read]

Talking Point 2: No matter the circumstances, we can have grace and peace in Christ.
Q: Did Paul expect their readers to generate grace and peace for themselves? If not, where does grace and peace come from? 

Q: Why are these two words something the apostles would use in a greeting to believers? 

“Grace and peace” was a fairly common greeting in Paul’s letters and in other Christian letters of the ancient church. “Grace” was a common Greek greeting, while “peace” was the common Jewish greeting. For a Christian church made up of both Jew and Gentile, it was a great combination of the two. Paul was acknowledging the old but addressing the new community of God’s people together, from every cultural background. Grace and peace are available to all people. All the New Testament letters attributed to Paul begin with some form of the “grace and peace” greeting, as do 1–2 Peter and 2 John. No matter what was going on in the church to whom he was writing, even the Galatians with whom he was so angry that he didn’t write any thanksgiving, Paul could greet them with grace and peace because God’s grace is bigger than any situation, and God can bring peace into any situation.

The qualities of grace and peace are the hallmarks of the people who follow the risen Jesus. “Grace and peace” summarizes the whole of the Gospel in one short phrase. Because of God’s grace toward us, we can have peace in our relationship with Him and peace in our lives. Paul continually emphasized salvation by grace alone through faith in Jesus (Ephesians 2:8–10). We don’t earn salvation or forgiveness; it is simply offered to us through the unmerited favor of God. His lovingkindness, His mercy. When we accept the gift of His grace, peace is made in our relationship with God. We are reconciled to Him (2 Corinthians 5). We are no longer His enemy (Romans 5:10).  

In addition, we can have peace in our daily lives by abiding in Christ. A fruit of the Spirit is peace (Galatians 5:22). As we abide in Christ and walk in the Spirit, the Holy Spirit will grow peace in our hearts, a bit more peace with every passing year and every new situation. The Hebrew idea of peace (shalom) doesn’t just mean an absence of conflict or a polite tolerance of one another. It encompasses the idea of well-being; harmony and wholeness that infuses every area of life. Shalom can only come from the working of the Holy Spirit in our lives. 

In addition to the general sense of peace the Holy Spirit grows in our hearts, we can have peace in each individual situation in our lives because of Christ. Any time we struggle or feel anxious, we can cast those cares upon Jesus in prayer, and God will give us His supernatural peace, a peace which transcends all understanding (Philippians 4:6–7). God is not the one who tempts us with sin (James 1:13) or causes suffering or evil in our lives; in Him there is no darkness at all (1 John 1:5). But He uses difficult situations – times of trial, suffering, and struggle – to grow patience in us. Like the strongest steel is forged through fire, strength is forged through adversity. We learn peace by being in situations that cause anxiety. Because it is then when we learn to cast our cares upon the Lord (1 Peter 5:7).

“Grace and peace to you” is more than just a greeting. It’s a promise. Grace and peace come from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Those who know Him, follow Him, abide in Him, and trust in Him will experience both grace and peace. 

Q: How have you personally experienced God’s grace in your life? 

Q: Describe the difference God’s grace makes in your day-to-day life. 

Q: How can we have peace in Christ no matter what is going on in our circumstances?

Q: How would living and walking in peace every day change your life? 

2 Thessalonians 1:3–4 [Read]
Talking Point 3: We should be thankful for those who have strong faith and abundant love.
Q: Why did Paul, Silvanus and Timothy boast about the Thessalonians to other churches? 
Q: Why did Paul say they “ought to” thank God for them and “as is right”? 

Just as Paul did in 1 Thessalonians (1:2–3), the apostle praised the Thessalonians for their faith and love. But this time, hope is noticeably missing. In the first letter, Paul thanked God for the Thessalonians’ faith, love and hope. Here it is only faith and love. This wasn’t an accident; he was making a theological statement. By listening to these false prophets, they were indicating their lack of hope, believing that the Second Coming had already happened. As Peter described it, “a living hope . . . to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you” (1 Peter 1:3–4). The Second Coming and this glorious future in heaven with Christ is what gives us hope as we suffer and struggle in this world. Paul wrote in Romans that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory we will experience in heaven (Romans 8:18). When we struggle and suffer on earth, it is like a woman having the groaning pains of childbirth. Yes, it is painful now, but we can look forward in hope to what that pain will birth for us. When that baby is born, the mother forgets the pain she endured, so great is her joy. In the same way, when we get to heaven, our joy will be so great that the suffering we experienced on earth won’t even matter anymore. Paul calls this the hope in which we were saved (Romans 8:22–24).

Yet, Paul and his coworkers still thanked God for the Thessalonians’ faith and love. Though the tone of this letter is stronger than 1 Thessalonians, it is not like Galatians, where Paul skipped over the thanksgiving altogether! Paul wrote that he and his co-laborers were thankful because the Thessalonians’ faith and love had been increasing. Though some things needed to be corrected, the apostles were proud of the Thessalonians’ growing faith and love (v. 3), so much so that they boasted about them to other churches (v. 4). The phrase that describes their faith as “growing abundantly” in verse 3 is a compound word in Greek, using the prefix upper-, which is kind of like our English/German “uber.” When you add it to a word, it makes it “uber” or “super” of that thing. In this case, “superabundantly.” Paul used the superlative language of this prefix often in his letters.
 

Paul reiterated that it was right for them to give thanks for the Thessalonians (v. 3). Biblical scholar R. D. Aus points out that the Greek here, “we ought always to give thanks to God . . . as is right,” is a phrase used in the liturgical expressions of the early church. It is used in the Anglican communion service to this day – “It is very meet, right, and our bounden duty, that we should at all times, and in all places, give thanks unto thee, O Lord....”
 But beyond giving thanks to God at all times in general, as Paul commanded them to do in 1 Thessalonians (5:18), this was specifically about the apostles giving thanks to God for the people of this church. It is the role and duty of spiritual parents, to give thanks for the spiritual growth of their children, to boast about their faith as physical parents might boast about their child’s SAT scores or batting average. Paul boasted to the Corinthians about the great generosity of the Macedonians (which the Thessalonians were a part of) despite their deep poverty (2 Corinthians 8–9). This kind of boasting does not conflict with Paul’s commitment to only boast in the Lord (1 Corinthians 1:31) or to boast in his weaknesses (2 Corinthians 12). 

There is nothing wrong with this kind of boasting; it’s what they ought to do. Paul wasn’t boasting about his own skills, talents or wisdom. He wasn’t really even boasting about the Thessalonians, but rather of the work of Christ in them. He was not boasting about their great talents or the beautiful buildings they had built. He was boasting about the faith and perseverance the Holy Spirit had given to them and about the love they had for each other, which only comes from the Holy Spirit. So, in essence, though he was boasting about the Thessalonians, he was still boasting about Christ because he was boasting about Christ’s work in them. And the purpose was not to shame the other churches but to encourage them, to give them strength and hope to know that they could do the same through the power of the same Holy Spirit in them.
Q: Who should you thank God for today and why? 
Q: How can you show those people how much you appreciate them? 

Q: How would it change our relationship with our children if we showed appreciation for their faith and love rather than their talents, skills or worldly success?
Week 4: 2 Thessalonians 1:1–4
Took
Main Point: No matter our circumstances, we can have comfort and peace in Christ and be thankful for other believers who encourage our faith.
Families go through a lot together. However, whether a family is going through hard times or times of prosperity they are supposed to be there to encourage, to comfort, and to give thanks for one another. The family of God is no different. 
Take time today to answer these three questions:

Q: How can you encourage and help a fellow believer to grow closer to Christ?

Q: Describe a time in your life in which you took comfort and found peace in Christ? Remember this time to praise God in good moments and hold fast in difficult times.

Q: Who are some believers for whom you are thankful that helped you grow in your relationship with Christ? What did they do to help you? Take a moment to thank them with a text.
CHALLENGES
THINK: Meditate on the difference that God’s grace has made in your life. How have you experienced God’s grace? How has He personally shown grace to you, not just in forgiving your sins in general, but in specific situations in your life? How can this empower you to show grace to others? What difference could it make in someone’s life if you were to show them grace?
PRAY for those who are being deceived by false teaching of any sort. Ask God to give you wisdom to discern the truth amid all of the noise of the world. To discern the truth amid all the different messages you hear from different people who claim to speak for God, whether on the radio or podcasts, through books you read, or even in the news or on social media. Pray for the wisdom to be able to filter what you hear through the truth of God’s Word and to tell the difference between sound doctrine and falsehood. Ask God to give you a passion to study His Word more fully and more deeply so you can more easily recognize false teaching when you hear it.
ACT: Choose one person whose faith and love you admire. Write that person a letter telling him or her why you are thankful to God for him/her. Share specific shared experiences you’ve had or things you’ve seen him or her do. Be as specific and as encouraging as possible.
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