
Week 3: 1 Thessalonians 2:13–20 

Hook 

 

Main Point: The Thessalonians were Paul’s pride and joy because they were faithful 
through suffering and persecution. 

As the American consumer-based culture has continued to evolve, we’ve seen people 
do some pretty ridiculous things for money. In 2001, the NBC reality show Fear Factor 
aired for the very first time, proving the basic premise that people are willing to do 
some outlandish things if they are paid well. Whether contestants stuck their hands in 
tanks filled with piranhas or held a deadly spider for a whole minute, people showed 
their priority was to get rich.  

People reveal the value of what they’re pursuing by what they are willing to suffer 
through in their pursuit.  

Q: How much money would it take to entice you to hold your hand in a piranha tank 
for one minute? 

Q: What is the value of the kingdom of God? 

Q: What should we endure for the Gospel? 

 



Week 3: 1 Thessalonians 2:13–20 

Book 

Main Point: The Thessalonians were Paul’s pride and joy because they were faithful 
through suffering and persecution. 

1 Thessalonians 2:13–16 [Read] 
Talking Point 1: Those who truly believe the Gospel are willing to suffer for it.  

Q: Why was Paul’s message different from those of other itinerant preachers?  

Q: Why should those who boldly speak the truth expect to be persecuted?  

In this section, Paul transitions to thanksgiving for the Thessalonians again. As we 
discussed in lesson 1, this is unusual, as most of Paul’s letters start with thanksgiving 
and a prayer. Here, the thanksgiving (1:2) evolves into a long narrative of the apostles’ 
relationship with them (1:5–2:12). It is followed by another thanksgiving (2:13), which 
evolves into another narrative about sending Timothy to the Thessalonians (2:14–3:10), 
before finally coming to the prayer (3:11–13). Because of the unusual circumstances of 
their conversion – Paul and his coworkers in the Gospel had only been with the 
Thessalonians for three weeks before they were driven out of town – Paul spent much 
more time in both narratives establishing his great love for the Thessalonians and his 
desire to see them again. 

Specifically, Paul wrote that he was thankful for the Thessalonians’ acceptance of his 
and his coworkers’ preaching as the Word of God, not the word of men. As he wrote in 
Galatians 1:11–12, “For I would have you know, brothers, that the Gospel that was 
preached by me is not man’s Gospel. For I did not receive it from any man, nor was I 
taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ.” The Gospel is different 
from any human teaching. Only the Word of God can produce spiritual life (Isaiah 55:11; 
2 Timothy 3:16-17).i  

Then Paul encouraged the Thessalonians that their persecution by their own 
countrymen was the same experience Jesus’ disciples had with “the Jews” in Judea. 
“The Jews” here doesn’t mean all Jewish people (since the original disciples and the 
prophets who were persecuted were Jewish people, too). It refers to the Jewish 
religious leaders in the same way John’s Gospel uses “the Jews” to refer to the religious 
leaders who continuously challenged Jesus throughout His ministry and eventually killed 
Him (v. 15).ii The Thessalonians were to be encouraged in their persecution because 
they were in good company. Jesus was persecuted; the prophets were persecuted; and 



the apostles were all persecuted as well (v. 15). As Jesus said in the Sermon on the 
Mount, “Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of 
evil against you falsely on my account” (Matthew 5:11).  

Jesus promised that “you will be hated by all for my name’s sake. But the one who 
endures to the end will be saved” (Matthew 10:22). All the New Testament writers agree 
that “all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Timothy 3:12; 
see also John 15:20; Acts 14:22; 1 Peter 2:21; et. al.). The apostles even left their 
flogging “rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name” (Acts 
5:41). Not many of us will suffer physical persecution for our faith. We may be ridiculed 
or lose some friends or business opportunities and therefore money, but we likely will 
never experience the kind of suffering the Thessalonians and other early Christians did. 
Yet when they were persecuted, they rejoiced; they did not falter; and they counted 
themselves blessed. When we are persecuted for the Gospel, we should feel honored, 
not discouraged or frustrated. It won’t be easy or fun, but we should be honored to 
count ourselves among the heroes of the faith.  

Q: Describe any times you have felt persecuted for your faith. How did you respond?  

Q: Why is it often tempting not to let anyone know you are a Christian or just go with 
the flow of what everyone else is doing, even if you know it’s wrong, for fear of being 
ridiculed?  

Q: What words of advice do you think the Thessalonians would have for you in those 
situations? 

 
1 Thessalonians 2:17–18 [Read] 
Talking Point 2: Families in Christ are bonded together, whether in person or apart. 

Q: Why did Paul and his companions want to see the Thessalonians in person?  

Q:  Why would Satan want to hinder them from seeing each other?  

Paul again described his great love for the Thessalonians and his deep affection for them 
as his spiritual children. They had only been in Thessalonica for three weeks, having 
barely started their ministry before being run out of town by a violent mob (Acts 17:1–
10). We can hear the pain in Paul’s heart as he says, “We were torn away from you” (v. 
17). The NIV says, “We were orphaned by being separated from you,” which is a bit more 
accurate to the original Greek. The Greek word literally means “to leave as an orphan.”iii 
Paul and his companions felt like parents who had lost their children. This tone is 



consistent with all the ways Paul had just talked about being like mother and father to 
the Thessalonians in the beginning of chapter 2. Imagine the pain and longing of a 
parent who had been separated from his child. That is the depth with which they 
wanted to see the Thessalonians again.  

Paul had tried to come to them again and again. Not only because he loved them and 
simply wanted to see them again, but because he felt a responsibility for them as a 
spiritual father and wanted to make sure they were OK. When Paul and his coworkers 
were run out of town, the Thessalonians were in danger of persecution. Would they be 
hurt or killed? Would they abandon their faith? Had they learned enough from Paul and 
his friends in those few short weeks to be able to keep themselves from being 
influenced by false teachers?  

Paul kept trying to go see them, but Satan kept hindering them. The word Satan literally 
means “adversary,” but is also used as a proper noun, the name of the Devil.iv Satan is 
our adversary, our Enemy. His primary objective is to hinder us from doing God’s work, 
either through temptation, schemes or other forms of spiritual attack. Whatever specific 
things that blocked Paul from returning to Thessalonica, he recognized that they were 
not just physical obstacles, they had a spiritual dimension. “For we do not wrestle 
against flesh and blood, but … against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” 
(Ephesians 6:12). Paul wanted them to know that it wasn’t lack of interest or concern 
that prevented them from returning to Thessalonica. It was nothing less than spiritual 
warfare. He wanted them to know that he hadn’t abandoned them; he had tried 
everything to come to them.v  

Yet even though they were not with the Thessalonians in person, they would always be 
with them in heart (v. 17). All believers are bound together spiritually, as one body, 
whether living in the same house, across the world from each other, or even across 
generations of history. No matter how much Satan blocked them from physically seeing 
one another, he could never break the bond they had in Christ. As believers, we are one 
body (Romans 12; 1 Corinthians 12). Our hearts are “knit together in love” (Colossians 
2:2). In the same way that children will always be a part of their parents, even after they 
grow up and leave home, Paul and his spiritual children were together in heart even 
though they were not together in person. This can encourage us when we have to be 
apart from one another, whether because our churches are closed due to a pandemic, 
because we move to a new place, or for any other reason. We are always one in Christ. 
We can always support and pray for one another, no matter how far apart we are 
physically.  



Q: In what ways do you feel closer to your Christian friends than anyone else? Why 
are they like family to you?  

Q: Why is it hard to be physically apart from your close Christian friends? How can you 
continue to support them even when you are far apart?  

Q: What advantages do we have over Paul and the Thessalonians in staying connected 
even when we are apart?  

 
1 Thessalonians 2:19–20 [Read] 
Talking Point 3: A faithful flock is a pastor’s glory and joy. 
 
Q: Why are the Thessalonians Paul’s “glory and joy”?  

Q: How could Paul say he would boast about them before the Lord when in other 
places, he said he would boast of nothing else except Jesus (Galatians 6:14)?  

Paul described the Thessalonians as his “glory and joy,” his hope, and his “crown of 
boasting” before Jesus when He comes back again. Again, he described them as a parent 
describes their children. How many parents boast in their children’s accomplishments? 
How many parents call their children their “pride and joy” or their hope for the future? 
It’s not the unhealthy “living vicariously through your kids” type of parenting, just the 
simple pride and joy every loving parent feels for his or her children. As parents rejoice 
in their children and have high hopes for their lives, so Paul and his companions felt 
about the Thessalonians.  

For Jewish people, their children were how they carried themselves and their name into 
the future. They were their guarantors of the faith that was passed down from 
generation to generation.vi A father’s primary responsibility was to teach his children 
God’s law and the stories of His faithfulness to Israel (Exodus 12:26–28; Deuteronomy 
4:9; Joshua 4:21–24; Joel 1:3; et. al.). In the same way, Paul’s spiritual children were the 
way he passed the Gospel to the next generation (2 Timothy 2:2). They were his hope 
for the future.  

They were also his joy. He found great delight in them. He was thankful for them and 
their faithfulness. Because Paul’s heart’s desire and his life’s mission were to build the 
kingdom of God, the thing that brought him the greatest joy in this life was seeing his 
spiritual children walk with Jesus, just the way many of us feel to see our children 
walking with Jesus. This also applies to any spiritual children we may have – those we 
have mentored, taught in Sunday School, led to faith, or in some other way contributed 



to their spiritual journey. It’s not an ungodly pride, but a joy that the people whose lives 
you have impacted are growing in faith. 

He also saw the Thessalonians as his “crown” or his prize. This Greek word refers to the 
wreath that was awarded to a victor in ancient athletic games.vii This doesn’t mean (as 
some say) that the more people you lead to Christ, the more rewards you’ll get in 
heaven. It’s not a scorecard. Ministry is not about how many people you lead to Christ 
but whether you are faithful to your mission. We can’t control how many people 
respond to the Gospel message. We can only control our faithfulness in sharing it. We 
cannot control how faithful our children or spiritual children will be. We can only control 
our faithfulness in teaching and mentoring them. And yet, Paul told the Corinthians that 
he saw it as his job to present them as a pure bride to Christ at the wedding of the Lamb 
(2 Corinthians 11:2). He told the Philippians to keep themselves blameless and innocent 
so he could take pride in them on the day of Christ (Philippians 2:14–16). They were his 
life’s work. They were his pride and joy.  

Paul wrote that he would not boast in anything except in Jesus Christ. But his boasting 
about the Thessalonians is not in conflict with that statement. They were the “crown of 
his boasting” before the Lord, because when he boasted in them, he was not boasting in 
anything about himself. He was boasting in the way Christ worked through him in their 
lives. He was boasting in the ministry God gave him and empowered him to do. From 
the very first moment, his ministry was all about Jesus. It was Christ who converted him, 
the Spirit who taught him, the Spirit who empowered him, the Spirit who opened or 
closed doors to him, and the Spirit who enabled the Thessalonians to receive the 
Gospel. In “boasting” in their faithfulness Paul was really boasting in Christ.viii  

Q: Describe any experiences you’ve had of seeing your children (including spiritual 
children) grow in their faith. What made you feel pride and joy in them?  

Q: How might God be calling you to mentor/disciple someone younger in the faith as a 
“spiritual child”? 

Q: How can we, as a church body, foster more relationships such as this?  

 

 

 
 



Week 3: 1 Thessalonians 2:13–20 

Took 

Main Point: The Thessalonians were Paul’s pride and joy because they were faithful 
through suffering and persecution. 

Paul models a significant ethic for Christians in being delighted in fellow Christians who 
are living out their faith. What would our local churches look like if we had this kind of 
affection for one another? How would the culture view our commitment to loving one 
another? Christ addresses this during His earthly ministry when He says, “By this, 
everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another” (John 13:35). Even 
though we sometimes think of it like the cherry on top, loving Christ’s Bride, the Church, 
is an expectation, and it furthers the kingdom of God whenever the Church is grounded 
in love. This week reflect on what this means for you and your church body. 

 

CHALLENGES 

THINK: How has God used other people in your life to grow you in your faith? What 
specific things in your spiritual life do you owe to their teaching, mentoring or 
modeling? How has He used you to grow others in their faith? How might God want to 
use you to spiritually parent others more? Which specific people in your life is God 
leading you to mentor?  

PRAY: For those who are suffering persecution around the world. Pray that they will feel 
comforted and encouraged by the Lord even while they are hurting. Pray for them to 
have strength, wisdom and perseverance. Pray that God will use them to bring their 
persecutors to faith in Jesus.  

ACT: Write a letter or e-mail to either your spiritual children – telling them how proud 
you are of them  – or to a spiritual parent, thanking him or her for the impact he/she 
has made in your life. Or both! 
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