Good News from Thessalonica

1 Thessalonians 3:6-9

Last week we left Paul in a place of deep pastoral concern.  How amazing to think that Paul is suffering, and struggling and the pressing and urgent thought on his mind is:  “I wonder how this is affecting the Thessalonian believers? I had better send someone to check up on them.”  It is such a powerful example of the love that is working in and through us, this is not Paul's love that we are seeing out of Paul's flesh, but this is the love of Christ flowing through the man, Paul, who is abiding in Him.  This is a full expression of the love that Christ told his disciples to love each other with: His perfect love!

1 Thessalonians 3:6

But now that Timothy has come to us from you, and has brought us good news of your faith and love, and that you always think kindly of us, longing to see us just as we also long to see you,  

The Greek has a sense of urgency or immediacy concerning Timothy's coming to them.  It could well be translated that Timothy had “just come this moment” as if Timothy's arrival had come part way through the writing of this letter.  Some commentators suggest that this is the case, while others suggest that Timothy had come back recently, but not just moments ago, and that the urgency in the grammar simply displays the great anticipation which his good report was looked for.  Either way it does not make any real difference in the interpretation that Timothy was the source of information by which they were so very encouraged.

“Good News” here is the same word that we usually bring across “gospel” in English translations.  It is the Greek word from whence we get the world Evangelism and Evangelize.  All this to say, this was not a simple, “Oh good, the Thessalonian's haven't stumbled...can you pass the salt please?”  But rather it was powerful and important good news for them!  

The word “faith” here actually has the definite article before it.  When a word has the article in Greek it is talking about the specific thing in question.  In this case it means not simply “you have faith” but the specific faith in the specific doctrines and teachings that Paul and company had given them.  Faith, in the true sense of the word, is only as good as the thing that the faith is actually put in, and no one and no thing is worthy of our faith except the Lord Jesus Christ!  

Not only does the word “faith” have a definite article in front of it (giving it the fuller translation of: “the specific faith”) but so does the word translated “love.”  This word “love” is translating the Greek word agape which is the Greek word for God's love.  So this is not just plain “love” that Paul is talking about here, rather it is “the specific love that is sourced in God!”  So these aren't just little complements to the believers of Thessolonica, but rather, they are evidence and confirmation that the Thessalonian church is where it needs to be before the Lord.

Another thing that causes Paul to be encouraged is the fact that the believers there still think fondly and lovingly of him, and want to see him as much as he wants to see them.  This is a monumentally good sign!  Just as a group of children who are misbehaving do not want the teacher to come back before they finish their mischief, Paul sees that they must be moving in the right direction as best as they know how if they desire to see him again.  Paul was not always extended this courtesy by the churches whom the Lord used him to establish, so this was a great sign of the health of their faith.

1 Thessalonians 3:7

for this reason, brethren, in all our distress and affliction we were comforted about you through your faith;  

For what reason?  For the reason of the good report of them from Timothy.

“Distress and affliction” here translate two similar words.  They are not perfect synonyms but there is some overlap in meaning.  Where the word translated “distress” is defined by Thayer's: “(1)necessity, imposed either by the circumstances, or by law of duty regarding to one's advantage, custom, argument. (2) calamity, distress, straits”, the word translated “affliction” is defined as: “(1) a pressing, pressing together, pressure (2) metaph. oppression, affliction, tribulation, distress, straits” So, while there is a great deal of common ground between the two words, the two together can be taken to mean that the trials that they are facing are both internal and external, coming from all sides.  The two together leaves no room for doubt that they were really facing some rough times, and could use some comfort.

In difficulty, affliction and suffering what Paul is comforted by is the faith (the specific continued belief and trust in the doctrine of Christ that Paul taught there) of those brothers and sisters in Christ to whom he has ministered.  Can we say that this is our comfort in difficulty and distress?  Is one of the things that comforts us the faith of the brothers and sisters the Lord has given us?  Is our comfort the fact that the Lord has not allowed His ministries through each of us personally to be in vain?  Or is our comfort food?  Is our comfort television?  Our car or our house?  Music?

1 Thessalonians 3:8

for now we really live, if you stand firm in the Lord.  

For Paul, quality of life is degraded if he thinks about his Thessalonian brothers and sisters not walking in the Lord.  Just as it is hard for us to really enjoy life if our husband, wife, parent or child is suffering or struggling, so Paul is unable to feel really alive unless he knows that those who have heard and believed the gospel are not under bondage of law, or the lies of evil false teachers and doctrines.    

“Stand firm” here is not “striving firm” but “stand firm” Paul can be at peace about their situation so long as they are standing firm on what the the Lord has done.  The “if” here is not to communicate doubt, because they know that the Thessalonians ARE standing firm due to Timothy's report.  Given the nature of this sentence “if” here (ean in the Greek) could just as easily be translated as “since you stand firm.”  The “standing firm” here is in the active voice giving us the urgency of the need of us to be relying, standing, on the promises.  However “standing” is not an incredibly involved activity!  It has the idea of staying in one place.  The sense here is the same sense that we see in Ephesians 6:13 : “Therefore, take up the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm.”  We do not need, as Christians, to go “storm the enemy gates” or “win ground” but rather to stand the ground that Christ has already won for us.

This “standing firm” is based upon the power that is sourced in their position.  It is “in the Lord” that the believers are standing.  They are standing firmly in their position that has been provided for them by belief in the work of Christ on the cross and nothing else.  This is a great statement about where our condition and our position need to be meeting in our day to day walk.

1 Thessalonians 3:9

For what thanks can we render to God for you in return for all the joy with which we rejoice before our God on your account,  

All of this blessing leads Paul back to thanksgiving!  It comes back to the reality that if we really read, hear and understand the Scripture, and all that God has done for us there is nothing left to do but be thankful and filled with praise!  How much more so when their joy goes past what God has done and continues to do for them personally to what God has done and continues to do for those whom they love and served so fully?  The responses that Paul has had so far to the news of the Thessalonian's great faith are remarkable:

Verse
Thessalonian's State
Paul's Response

v. 6-7
Their faith
Comfort in affliction

v. 8 
Stand fast in the Lord
Live!

v. 9
For them
Thanksgiving to God

v. 9
For their sake
Filled with joy

v. 10
Desire to see the Thessalonians to perfect what is missing in their faith.
Praying day and night for the opportunity to see them.

1 Thessalonians 3:10

as we night and day keep praying most earnestly that we may see your face, and may complete what is lacking in your faith?  

Paul is constantly resting in Christ, and Christ's strength.  Paul doesn't simply say “I'm going to try really hard to get to you!”  But rather when Paul wants to go and do something he prays and asks the Lord for it.  Because wherever he is he doesn't want to just make good works out of his flesh.  He doesn't want to rely on his prognosis of what needs to happen, but rather he wants to go where God wants him to go.  

“Lacking in your faith” – What is lacking in their faith?  Not the Gospel because that was delivered during their first visit.  So what was lacking?  Obviously this is a very young church, and like any young church it is filled with new and immature believers.  Undoubtedly Paul wanted to spend more time with them teaching them and encouraging them in their faith.  They could not simply pick up a Bible and study as we are so blessed to be able to do, so Paul's desire to see them was tied to that parental desire to make sure that the children were being well fed.  Much like a parent who had to send their child off to college and prays that their son or daughter finds more than just ramen and soda for their nutrition, Paul wishes to see these young believers fed on the pure spiritual milk of the truth, the Word and the teaching that Paul had to give.

1 Thessalonians 3:11

Now may our God and Father Himself and Jesus our Lord direct our way to you;  

Here is a remarkable statement of Paul's faith and direction, as well as the deity of Christ.  First of all, it is noteworthy that Paul is still submissive to the Lord.  It shows the amazing tension between the importance of prayer and the sovereignty of God.  Paul earnestly is praying both day and night that the Lord would bring him to Thessalonica, but he realizes that it is not going to happen if the Lord doesn't want it to.  Why bother even praying?  What's the point?  Does Paul think he is going to change God's mind?  Or even help him make up his mind?  Paul seems to surrender to the conundrum.  It would appear as if he is saying, “God I know you are sovereign, but I also know you want me to pray for what my heart desires.  And even though I can't see the path between those two points of truth very clearly.  I will be faithful to believe what I know to be true about you, and do what I am told to do in regards to prayer and my relationship with you.”

13 Come now, you who say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a city, and spend a year there and engage in business and make a profit."  14 Yet you do not know what your life will be like tomorrow. You are just a vapor that appears for a little while and then vanishes away.  15Instead, you ought to say, "If the Lord wills, we will live and also do this or that."











James 4:13-15

1 Thessalonians 3:12

and may the Lord cause you to increase and abound in love for one another, and for all people, just as we also do for you; 

“Increase and abound” -  These two incredibly extreme words could be translated in the biggest verbiage we could conjure up!  “Increase” has the sense of growth and augmentation.  So the love would increase in supply, almost like a balloon as it fills with water expands to hold the excess, however this balloon gets stronger the more it expands rather than weaker!  Abound carries the idea of excelling, like a horse racing for the goal.  The love is to become bigger, more plentiful and more useful and constantly excelling and progressing!  So to bring this to the point, the Lord doesn't just want us to be nicer to each other and non-believers around us, but rather wants to fill us with this super-abounding, ultra-abundant, constantly progressing, endlessly active love of Christ!

The Lord is the cause here, the effect is that they would increase and abound in love for one another.  The standing reality is that our love is never enough, our “love” that we generate in our flesh is weak, flimsy, forgetful, fragile and breakable.  The love of Christ is perfect, full, and indestructible and that is the love that we need to have for one another.  But how do we exercise this love rather than our fleshly love?  Surely this too can only be accomplished by abiding in Christ.  Resting in Him is the only way that we can truly love anyone.  No other love will be of any use to others.  People don't need any more of the conditional love that the flesh and the world have to offer, people need the perfect and accepting love of Christ, the love that is sourced out of Christ.  That is the love that transforms, the love that lifts up, the love that has impact.  

1 Thessalonians 3:13

so that He may establish your hearts without blame in holiness before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all His saints.

The word translated “establish” here is the word from which we get the English word “stereo” and it has the sense of being strongly and firmly established and routed.  It is not merely placed or set, but there is a sense of permanence about it.  This should draw to mind images of foundations in buildings, or deep root systems in trees.  That is the establishment that is being alluded to here.

But what is being established?  The hearts.  The question here is whether Paul is speaking of the eternal position of the believer or the daily condition?  There is no doubt that positionally speaking the believers are already firmly established and cannot be shaken from that reality, so it would seem odd for Paul to wish that for them as it is already true.  


More clarity can be drawn from the use of the word “heart.”  In the Greek mind the heart is “the fountain and seat of the thoughts, passions, desires, appetites, affections, purposes, endeavours” (Thayer's).  Think of all of the things on the list.  Not one of them is authoritative, and not one is reliable.  Think of all of the theological stupidity that springs from statements that begin with “I think...”  “I just feel like...”  “I have a great passion for...” “My purpose here is only to...” Quite frankly, it doesn't matter what we think, it doesn't matter what we feel, it doesn't matter what we think the big purposes and important projects are.  All that is truly authoritative is the Word.  So Paul is praying that their condition would be firmly rooted in their position.  That they would be living it out every day and not obeying the constant clamor of their thoughts, feelings, demands, desires and emotions, but trusting in the truth of the Lord and his word!

The following language in this verse sounds very much like judgment language.  However, we also know that Paul is writing to believers.  So what can this judgment be?  Scripture is clear that believers will not be judged at the Great White Throne Judgment because our names are in the book of life (Revelation 20:11-15).  Therefore, we can see quite plainly that the judgment being discussed here is the Bema judgment, which will occur after the rapture, and very likely before the beginning of the Great Tribulation.  This is evidenced in the book of Revelation by the fact that the Church is promised crowns as rewards and the 24 elders in the book of Revelation are already in possession of their crowns and rewards as they worship the Lord.  This shows us firstly that the twenty-four elders are a symbol for the raptured church, as well as showing us that the Bema judgment (the judgment of church age believers with a view to rewarding us) will probably occur in the lapse between the rapture and the tribulation.

At the coming - 


What is this coming?  What does it mean?  The Greek word here is parousia which can mean an appearance, but always has the sense of someone being physically with someone.  One could not have a phone conversation and call it a parousia because it is missing the element of physical togetherness.  In the New Testament times this was a word that was specifically used if the Caesar or some other dignitary was coming for a visit.  It denoted at least two things: Firstly, that the person would be coming in the flesh to physically be there, not sending a delegate or anything to that measure.  Two, it was for a visit.  One wouldn't call it a parousia if they were moving into town.  This view, then, does not have all of the necessary connotation for the second coming of Christ as the victorious King of Israel.  This word is used to discuss the rapture, which is another doctrine that was given especially to Paul to explain, even though the other apostles clearly knew about it (vis. Revelation).  It's recurrence in the book of 1 Thessalonians makes this book, very clearly the book of the Lord's return for his Bride.  Here are the occurrences of this word in the book of 1 Thessalonians:

1 Thessalonians 2:19

For who is our hope or joy or crown of exultation? Is it not even you, in the presence of our Lord Jesus at His coming?



1 Thessalonians 3:13

  so that He may establish your hearts without blame in holiness before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all His saints.

1 Thessalonians 4:15

  For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord, will not precede those who have fallen asleep.

1 Thessalonians 5:23

  Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be preserved complete, without blame at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.

The phrase “with all his saints” has caused a bit of a stir for interpreters.  Some seem to think that this is a reference to angels, however it would be quite bizarre for Paul to use the word “saints” to refer to angels as they are never referred to in this way anywhere else in scripture.  However, we do know that there will be a number of disembodied saints who are with Christ in heaven right now who will be returning with him to receive their new and glorified bodies.  So these saints will return with the Lord as a part of the rapture.  The only imaginable regret in experiencing the rapture from this side will be not getting to experience it from that side!  

Conclusion

In this exciting passage we have seen the great love that the Lord means to be between believers.  It is simply amazing when we think of the supernatural, amazingly powerful love that the Lord longs to use in our lives as we abide in Him.  The caring and passionate love of Christ as shown through Paul as a spiritual parent is another practical, and powerful, illustration of what it is to be apart of the body of Christ.  Finally, we observed how the rapture is to be a powerful motivator for us to live correctly, walking in Christ and abiding in Him moment by moment.  The truth of the immanency of the Rapture, the fact that it could happen at any moment, we should be motivated to live as if each conversation or meeting we have with a non-believer may be our last.  It should cause us to realize the intense importance of every moment, and the glorious blessing that our trials may be nothing but a funny memory in the blink of an eye!   
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