The Books of 1 and 2 Thessalonians

Lesson 3: Receiving the Word Amid Suffering -- 1 Thessalonians 2:13-20

There is a moment, when someone hands you a letter, that everything depends on whose name
is at the bottom. The same words land entirely differently depending on the sender. A note that
says “come quickly” means one thing from a coworker and something far weightier from a
hospital. When the Thessalonians first heard Paul preach, they faced exactly this question. Was
this just another wandering teacher with interesting ideas, words of men to be weighed and
shelved? Or was this the voice of the living God? Paul thanks God that they got the answer right.
They received his message “not as the word of men but as what it really is, the word of God.”

That decision cost them something. Almost as soon as they embraced the message, the pressure
came. Friends grew cold, families turned hostile, neighbors made life difficult. Paul tells them
they had joined a long line of believers who suffered for the faith, even the churches in Judea
who had suffered before them. To receive God’s word as God’s word is to step into a story that
includes opposition. The Thessalonians discovered, as every serious Christian eventually does,
that the same truth that saves you also sets you at odds with a world that does not want to hear
it.

Paul knows this terrain intimately. He writes as someone who has been driven out of cities,
beaten, and slandered for the very message he preaches. And he tells the Thessalonians
something tender and surprising: being torn away from them felt like bereavement. He longed
to come back, tried again and again, and was blocked. He even names the opposition behind the
obstacle. Yet his affection for them is undimmed. They are, he says, his hope, his joy, his crown.

This lesson asks two questions that go to the root of the Christian life. First, how do you actually
receive the word of God, as optional advice or as the authoritative voice of your Maker that is
even now at work in you? And second, what holds you steady when following that word costs
you something? Paul will lift our eyes past the present pressure to a coming day, the day when
the Lord Jesus appears, when the people we have loved and labored for will stand before Him as
our joy and our crown. Let that horizon steady you as we walk through these verses.

Group Discussion: Paul commends the Thessalonians for receiving his message as the word of
God rather than the word of men, even though it brought them suffering. What practical
difference does it make whether we treat the Bible as good human advice or as God’s own
authoritative word?

Personal Reflection: Following the word of God cost the Thessalonians the approval of those
around them. Where in your life right now is obedience to God putting you out of step with the
people around you, and how are you handling that pressure?

Read 1 Thessalonians 2:13-20



Study Questions

1.

10.

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?

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?

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?

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?

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?

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?

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?

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?

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?

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.

Now or Later

Reflect on these passages: 2 Timothy 3:16-17, all Scripture breathed out by God and able to
equip us completely; Hebrews 4:12, the word of God living, active, and piercing the heart; John



17:17, being sanctified by the truth of God’s word; Acts 5:41, rejoicing to be counted worthy to
suffer for the name; 1 Peter 4:12-14, not being surprised by fiery trials but rejoicing to share
Christ’s sufferings.



