The Books of 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 3: Receiving the Word Amid Suffering
1 Thessalonians 2:13-20
Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

What is doctrinally at stake in this passage is the divine origin, authority, and active power of
God’s word. Paul makes a sweeping claim: his apostolic message is not human opinion but “the
word of God,” and that word is itself “at work” in those who believe. This is foundational to a
treasured conviction in our churches, that Scripture, and especially the apostolic New Testament
message, carries the very authority of God and is the pattern for faith and life. The passage also
touches the sober theme of God's righteous judgment on persistent opposition to the gospel (v.
16), which must be handled carefully and without any hint of hostility toward any people group,
since Paul himself was a Jew and the gospel came to the Jew first.

At the same time, this passage is intensely formational. Paul connects receiving the word with
suffering for it, and then lifts the readers’ eyes to the coming of the Lord, when the people they
have loved will be their joy and crown. The aim is to help students examine how they truly
receive Scripture, to steady them under the cost of obedience, and to give them an eternal
perspective on the people in their lives.

So aim at both targets. Ground students in a high view of God’s word as living and authoritative,
and stir their hearts to receive it fully, to stand firm under pressure, and to love people in light of
the day when Christ appears. Handle the note of judgment soberly, and let the lesson end with
hope fixed on Christ’s coming.

Question 1
Student Question:

Paul thanks God that the Thessalonians received his message “not as the word of men but as
what it really is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe” (v. 13). What does this
verse teach about the nature and authority of Scripture and about what it does in the lives of
those who receive it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin by letting the central claim of verse 13 stand in full force. Paul says the Thessalonians
received his message for what it really is, the word of God. This is a remarkable statement about
apostolic authority. The words Paul preached, now preserved for us in Scripture, are not merely
his reflections but God’s own message. Connect this to 2 Timothy 3:16, where all Scripture is
breathed out by God.



Help students grasp the contrast Paul draws. The world hears the Bible as one more set of
human ideas, to be weighed against other ideas and accepted only where convenient. The
believer receives it as the voice of God, carrying an authority no human word possesses. The
same sentences are either advice or command depending on whose word we believe them to
be.

Then highlight the second half: this word “is at work in you who believe.” Scripture is not inert
information; it is living and active (Hebrews 4:12). When received in faith, it works, convicting,
cleansing, shaping, and strengthening. The word does things in us that no merely human word
can do.

Draw the pastoral conclusion. Because Scripture is God’s living word, the way we handle it
matters immensely. We come to it not as judges over it but as servants under it, expecting God
Himself to speak and to work. This safeguards the conviction that the New Testament is our
authority for faith and practice.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The divine origin and authority of Scripture, especially the apostolic message (2 Timothy
3:16-17)

¢ The Bible as God’s word rather than human opinion, carrying God'’s own authority

e Scripture as living and active, doing real work in those who believe (Hebrews 4:12)

¢ The completed New Testament as the church’s authority for faith and life

e Receiving the word in faith versus weighing it as optional human advice

Discussion Prompts

¢ What changes when we receive the Bible as God's word rather than human ideas?
¢ How have you seen Scripture actually at work, doing something in you?
e What does it mean to come under Scripture rather than sit in judgment over it?

Question 2
Student Question:

Be honest with yourself: do you tend to treat the Bible as helpful human advice you can take or
leave, or as God’s own word with real authority over your life? Where is the gap between what
you say about Scripture and how you actually respond to it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question turns the high view of Scripture into a personal mirror. Many believers affirm that
the Bible is God’s word in theory, yet respond to it in practice as if it were optional. The aim is
honest reflection, not guilt.



Help students notice the tell-tale signs of a gap: reading Scripture but rarely obeying it, picking
the parts that suit us and quietly setting aside the parts that confront us, treating biblical
commands as suggestions to be balanced against our preferences. Naming these patterns gently
exposes where our practice lags behind our profession.

Point toward the remedy. Receiving the word as God’s word means coming to it ready to obey
before we even know what it will say, trusting that our Maker knows better than we do.
Encourage students to identify one area where they have been treating Scripture as advice and
to bring it under God’s authority.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The difference between professing a high view of Scripture and actually living under it
e Selective obedience as a subtle denial of Scripture’s authority (James 1:22-25)

e Coming to the word ready to obey, not merely to consider

e Trusting God’s wisdom above our own preferences

Discussion Prompts

e Where is there a gap between what you say about the Bible and how you respond to it?
e What part of Scripture do you find easiest to treat as optional?
¢ What would full submission to God’s word look like in one area this week?

Question 3
Student Question:

Paul says the Thessalonians “became imitators of the churches of God in Christ Jesus that are in
Judea,” suffering from their own countrymen as those churches suffered (vv. 14-16). What does
this teach us about suffering as part of belonging to Christ, and about our fellowship with
persecuted believers everywhere?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verses 14 through 16 connect the Thessalonians’ suffering with that of the churches in Judea,
and they include some of Paul’s strongest language about those who opposed the gospel.
Handle this passage with real care. Paul is not condemning a people by ethnicity; he was himself
a Jew, deeply loved his people (Romans 9:1-5), and preached to the Jew first. He is speaking
specifically of those who persecuted the prophets, opposed Christ, and drove out the
messengers of the gospel.

Frame the suffering theme first, because it is the main point. The Thessalonians “became
imitators” of the Judean churches by suffering for the faith. This teaches that opposition is a
normal mark of belonging to Christ, not a sign that something has gone wrong. Believers across
the world and across the centuries are bound together in this fellowship of suffering.



Now address the sober note in verse 16 about wrath coming upon those who persistently
opposed the gospel and hindered its spread. Present this as God’s righteous judgment on
hardened opposition to His truth, a serious warning that rejecting and obstructing the gospel
has consequences. Keep the focus on the principle, that God will judge persistent rejection of
His word, and avoid any application that fosters hostility toward any group. The same warning
falls on anyone in any age who sets themselves against God’s truth.

Bring it home. Suffering for Christ joins us to a vast family of the faithful, and the God who sees
their suffering will also judge those who oppose His work. This is meant to steady persecuted
believers, assuring them that God has not lost control and that justice belongs to Him.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Suffering and opposition as a normal part of belonging to Christ (2 Timothy 3:12)

¢ Fellowship with persecuted believers across the world and through history

e God's righteous judgment on persistent, hardened opposition to the gospel

e Reading the strong language carefully, as opposition to the gospel rather than hostility
toward any people group

* The comfort that justice belongs to God, who sees and will repay (Romans 12:19)

Discussion Prompts

¢ Why might it actually be encouraging to know that suffering is normal for Christians?
¢ How does belonging to a worldwide family of believers strengthen us?
¢ How should we think about God'’s judgment on those who oppose His truth?

Question 4
Student Question:

Who do you know, in history or in the world today, who has paid a real price for following Christ?
How does remembering them, and the believers in Judea, change the way you carry your own
much smaller costs?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question helps students gain perspective by remembering those who have paid a far higher
price for Christ. The aim is not to shame anyone for finding their own trials hard, but to set
those trials in a larger frame that brings courage.

Invite students to name specific examples, whether believers in the early church, Christians
under persecution today, or someone they have personally known who suffered for the faith.
Concrete examples make the fellowship of suffering real rather than abstract.

Then make the gentle turn. When we remember the Judean churches and modern martyrs, our
own costs, an awkward conversation, a lost friendship, a little social discomfort, find their



proper size. We can carry them with more courage and less self-pity, knowing we are in good
company and that the Lord sees.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The encouragement that comes from remembering faithful sufferers before us (Hebrews
12:1)

e Perspective on our own trials in light of the wider fellowship of the persecuted

e Courage rather than self-pity under the cost of discipleship

e Solidarity with the global and historical church

Discussion Prompts

®  Who comes to mind when you think of someone who paid a real price for Christ?
* How does their example reframe your own costs?
e What would more courage look like for you this week?

Question 5
Student Question:

Paul says the word of God “is at work in you who believe” (v. 13). What does it actually look like
for God'’s word to be at work in a person over time, and how have you seen it at work in you?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Return to the phrase “at work in you who believe” and let students explore what that work
actually looks like over time. God’s word does not transform us all at once but steadily, like seed
growing or leaven spreading. Help students see the long, patient process of being shaped by
Scripture.

Offer concrete pictures of the word at work: a fear slowly losing its grip as we meditate on God's
promises, a habit of speech changing under conviction, a hardened attitude softening, courage
growing, priorities reordering. The word works by renewing the mind (Romans 12:2) and
sanctifying us in the truth (John 17:17).

Encourage students to testify to where they have seen this. Naming the word’s work in our own
past builds faith that it will keep working. This also reinforces the value of regular, believing
intake of Scripture, since the word can only work where it is received.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Sanctification through the word over time (John 17:17)

e The renewing of the mind by Scripture (Romans 12:2)

* The patient, gradual nature of spiritual transformation

¢ The importance of regular, believing intake of God’s word



Discussion Prompts

*  Where have you seen God'’s word actually change you over time?
¢ What conditions help the word do its work in us?
e Why does transformation usually come slowly rather than instantly?

Question 6
Student Question:

Where do you most need God’s word to be at work in you right now, in a habit, an attitude, a
fear, a relationship? What would it look like to let Scripture do its work there rather than keeping
it at a safe distance?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question invites students to bring a specific area of life under the working of
God’s word. The goal is to move from the general truth that Scripture transforms to the
particular places where they most need it now.

Help students name a real target: a recurring fear, a stubborn habit, a strained relationship, an
attitude they are ashamed of. The word works best where it is aimed and welcomed, not kept at
arm’s length.

Then suggest practical ways to let Scripture work there: meditating on relevant passages,
memorizing a promise or command, praying the word back to God, and obeying what it says.
Formation is cooperation with the word’s work, not passive waiting.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Applying Scripture to specific areas of need rather than in general

¢ Meditation, memorization, and prayer as ways of welcoming the word’s work
e Obedience as cooperation with the transforming word

®  Bringing our hidden struggles into the light of Scripture

Discussion Prompts

¢ Where do you most need God'’s word to be at work right now?
¢ What would it look like to aim Scripture at that area this week?
e What keeps us from letting the word work in our hardest places?

Question 7

Student Question:



Paul writes that he longed to return to them but “Satan hindered us” (vv. 17-18). What does this
teach about real spiritual opposition to the work of the gospel, and how can we take it seriously
without becoming either naive or obsessed with it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Paul makes a striking statement: he wanted to return to the Thessalonians, but “Satan hindered
us.” Help students take spiritual opposition seriously. The New Testament is realistic that there
is a personal enemy who opposes the work of the gospel and seeks to discourage and obstruct
God’s people.

Guard against two errors. The first is naivety, pretending that all resistance is merely
circumstantial and ignoring the reality of spiritual conflict. The second is obsession, seeing a
demon behind every inconvenience and living in fear. Paul does neither. He names the
opposition soberly and keeps going, entrusting the outcome to God.

Note that Paul does not let the hindrance defeat him. Blocked from coming in person, he sends
Timothy (chapter 3) and writes a letter. Opposition redirected his efforts but did not stop his
love. This models a faith that reckons with the enemy yet refuses to be paralyzed by him.

Reassure students of the larger truth that runs through both letters: the Lord is faithful and will
guard His people from the evil one (2 Thessalonians 3:3). We take the enemy seriously precisely
because we trust a Savior who is greater.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The reality of a personal spiritual enemy who opposes the gospel (Ephesians 6:12)
¢ Avoiding both naivety about and obsession with spiritual opposition

e Persevering in love and service even when the way is blocked

e Confidence that the Lord is greater than the evil one (1 John 4:4)

Discussion Prompts

¢ How do you tend to interpret resistance to your efforts to do good?
e What is the balance between taking the enemy seriously and trusting Christ’s victory?
¢ How did Paul keep loving the Thessalonians when he could not reach them?

Question 8
Student Question:

When your own efforts to do good, to grow, or to serve hit resistance and discouragement, how
do you usually respond? What would it look like to keep loving and laboring the way Paul did,
even when the door seems blocked?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



This question applies Paul’s perseverance to the student’s own experience of discouragement.
When our efforts to grow or serve hit a wall, the temptation is to quit, to assume God is not in it,
or to grow cynical. Paul models a different response.

Help students see Paul’s pattern: he kept longing, kept trying, kept loving, and found another
way to reach them when the direct path was blocked. Faithful love is persistent and creative; it
does not give up at the first obstacle.

Encourage students to identify a specific area where they have been discouraged by resistance,
in a relationship, a ministry, a spiritual discipline, and to consider how to keep loving and
laboring rather than retreating. Perseverance is itself a fruit of trusting God with the results.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Perseverance in love and service under discouragement and resistance
e (Creativity and faithfulness when the direct path is blocked
¢ Entrusting outcomes to God rather than quitting when results are slow
e Distinguishing godly persistence from forcing our own will

Discussion Prompts

¢ Where has resistance tempted you to give up recently?
e What would persistent, creative love look like there?
e How do we keep going without taking control away from God?

Question 9
Student Question:

Paul calls the Thessalonians his “hope and joy and crown of boasting before our Lord Jesus Christ
at his coming” (vv. 19-20). What does this teach about the coming of the Lord, the eternal worth
of people, and what will actually matter when we stand before Him?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinal climax of the lesson, and it lifts the whole passage into eternity. Paul asks
what his hope, joy, and crown will be “before our Lord Jesus Christ at his coming,” and answers:
it is these people. Help students feel the weight of this. When Paul imagines the day Christ
appears, what fills him with joy is not achievements or possessions but people he helped bring
to Christ.

Unpack the phrase “at his coming.” The word points to the return of the Lord Jesus, the great
hope that dominates both letters. Paul lives with that day in view, and it reorders what he
treasures. Note that this is the one, visible, glorious coming of Christ; Paul will describe it more
fully in chapter 4. Keep the focus on its reality and its power to reshape our values.



Draw out the eternal worth of people. In a world that measures life by money, status, and
accomplishment, Paul measures it by people loved and won for Christ. They are his crown. This
is one of the most reorienting truths in the New Testament: the things we can take into eternity
are the people God lets us influence for Him.

Touch gently on accountability. The same coming that brings Paul joy will also be a day of
reckoning (Paul has just mentioned wrath on the persistently rebellious). For those who belong
to Christ, that day means reward and reunion; the people we have loved and served will be our
joy. Let this sober and gladden students at once.

Bring it home. Ask students to imagine standing before Christ at His coming. Who would be their
joy and crown? Who are they investing in now whom they will be glad to see there? This is the
perspective that makes every relationship eternally significant.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The coming of the Lord Jesus as the church’s great hope and horizon (1 Thessalonians 4:13-
18)

¢ The eternal worth of people over possessions, status, or achievement

e Believers we have influenced for Christ as our joy and crown on that day

e The coming as a day of both reward for the faithful and reckoning for the rebellious

e Living now in light of standing before Christ at His return (2 Corinthians 5:9-10)

Discussion Prompts

e What does it tell you that Paul’s joy on that day will be people, not accomplishments?
e Who are the people you would long to see standing before Christ because of your influence?
¢ How would living with Christ’s coming in view change your priorities?

Question 10
Student Question:

Look back across this passage. Name one specific way you sense Jesus calling you to receive His
word more fully or to love people with an eternal perspective, and what your first step of
response will be.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This capstone calls for personal response. Help students choose one thread, whether receiving
Scripture more fully, standing firm under cost, persevering against opposition, or loving people
with eternity in view, and let the Spirit press it home.

Encourage a concrete first step rather than a vague intention: a passage to obey, a
discouragement to push through, a person to invest in with the coming of Christ in mind.



Close by lifting their eyes once more to that day. The word of God is at work in them now, and
the people they love can be their joy then. Send students out steadied by Scripture and warmed
by hope.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

® Personal response as the goal of studying God’s word (James 1:22)
e |Letting eternal perspective reshape present priorities

e Concrete first steps as the path of formation

e Hope in Christ’s coming as a steadying anchor

Discussion Prompts

¢ What one truth from this passage is the Spirit pressing on you?
¢ What concrete first step will you take this week?
e How can this group support one another in taking it?



