
Introduction to 2 Thessalonians 




Chapter 1

Perseverance Under Persecution: The Justice of God and the Glory of His 

Name

 

Second  Thessalonians  is  a  letter  written  under  pressure —  not  the  pressure  of  a community  that  has  collapsed,  but  the  pressure  of  a  community  that  is  enduring,  and enduring is hard. The gap between the two letters is likely short — weeks or months at most —  and  in  that  gap  the  situation  in  Thessalonica  has  intensified.  The  persecution that 1 Thessalonians acknowledged and addressed has not diminished. The suffering is ongoing.  And  added  to  the  ongoing  suffering  is  a  new  and  acute  theological  crisis: someone has been telling the Thessalonians — through a letter, through a spirit, through some form of claimed prophetic word — that the day of the Lord has already come. The eschatological  hope  that  was  the  anchor  of  everything  in  the  first  letter  is  being undermined  by  a  false  teaching  that  threatens  to  produce  either  panic  or  the abandonment  of  the  watchful,  faithful,  working  life  that  the  hope  was  supposed  to sustain.

Paul's response to both the persecution and the false teaching begins in chapter 1 with the  most  theologically  grounded  expression  of  pastoral  sympathy  available:  the declaration  that  the  perseverance  and  faith  the  community  is  demonstrating  under persecution is itself the evidence of God's righteous judgment — that God is using the suffering  to  qualify  the  community  for  the  kingdom  for  which  they  are  also  suffering. This is not a counsel of passive endurance. It is a declaration about what the suffering means:  it  is  not  evidence  of  divine  abandonment.  It  is  evidence  of  divine  investment. The community that is being refined by suffering is the community that the God of the kingdom  is  taking  seriously  enough  to  form  through  the  most  demanding  possible curriculum.

The  chapter  then  moves  to  one  of  the  most  vivid  and  most  theologically  complete descriptions  of  the  return  of  Christ  in  all  of  Paul's  letters.  When  the  Lord  Jesus  is revealed  from  heaven  with  His  mighty  angels  in  flaming  fire,  He  will  repay  with affliction  those  who  have  been  afflicting  the  Thessalonians,  and  He  will  give  relief  to those  who  have  been  afflicted.  The  justice  of  God —  the  settling  of  every  account,  the repayment of every wrong, the relief of every innocent sufferer — is presented not as a distant  theological  abstraction  but  as  the  specific,  personal,  eschatologically  certain outcome of the current situation.

The  description  of  the  Lord's  return  culminates  in  one  of  the  most  solemn  and  most searching declarations in the New Testament: on that day, the Lord Jesus will come to be glorified in His holy people and to be marveled at among all those who have believed. The return of Christ is not primarily about the judgment of the wicked, though that is real  and  coming.  It  is  about  the  glorification  of  the  Lord  in  the  people  who  belong  to Him. The holy people are the medium through which the Lord's glory is displayed at His coming.

The  chapter  closes  with  one  of  the  most  comprehensive  apostolic  prayers  in  Paul's letters — a prayer that the community would be counted worthy of the calling, that God would fulfill every good resolve and every work of faith by His power, so that the name of  the  Lord  Jesus  would  be  glorified  in  them  and  they  in  Him.  The  glory  of  the  Lord Jesus  is  the  ultimate  goal  of  the  prayer,  and  the  community's  formation  is  the  means through which that goal is achieved.

 

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We come to 2 Thessalonians chapter 1 as people who know what it is to 

be  under  pressure  that  does  not  lift,  and  who  need  what  this  chapter 

offers: not a promise that the pressure will stop, but the assurance that 

the  pressure  means  something —  that  the  suffering  we  are  enduring  in 

the  name  of  the  kingdom  is  not  evidence  of  Your  abandonment  but 

evidence  of  Your  serious  investment  in  the  people  You  are  forming 

through it.

Give  us  the  perseverance  and  the  faith  that  the  Thessalonians  are 

demonstrating — not because perseverance is easy or faith is automatic, 

but  because  the  kingdom  for  which  we  are  suffering  is  worth  the 

suffering that qualifying for it costs. Give us the long view that sees the 

current  affliction  within  the  frame  of  the  coming  relief —  the  relief  that 

the Lord Jesus will bring when He is revealed from heaven, the relief that 

is as certain as the justice of the God who promises it.

And  let  the  goal  of  everything —  the  prayer  and  the  suffering  and  the 

perseverance and the formation — be the glorification of the name of the 

Lord Jesus in us and of us in Him. Not our survival. Not our vindication. 

Not  even  our  relief,  as  genuine  and  as  coming  as  that  relief  is.  Let  the 

name be the goal. And let the power be Yours, not ours, so that when the 

glory comes, no one can point to any human achievement as its source.

In Jesus' name, Amen.

 

2 Thessalonians 1:1–4

Greeting and Thanksgiving: The Faith That Grows and the Love That Abounds

(1)                  Paul,                 Silas                 and                 Timothy,

To  the  church  of  the  Thessalonians  in  God  our  Father  and  the  Lord  Jesus 

Christ:

(2)  Grace  and  peace  to  you  from  God  the  Father  and  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ. (3) We ought always to thank God for you, brothers and sisters, and rightly so, because      your      faith      is      growing      more      and      more, and  the  love  all  of  you  have  for  one  another  is  increasing. (4)  Therefore,  among  God's  churches  we  boast  about  your  perseverance  and 

faith

in all the persecutions and trials you are enduring.

THE CONTEXT

The opening of 2 Thessalonians mirrors 1 Thessalonians closely — same three senders, same identification of the community as existing in God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, same grace and peace greeting. But the thanksgiving in verses 3 and 4 is different in  a  theologically  significant  way.  In  1  Thessalonians  1,  Paul  thanked  God  for  the community's  work  of  faith  and  labor  of  love  and  endurance  of  hope —  for  the  three theological  virtues  as  they  were  already  expressed  in  the  community's  life.  Here,  he thanks God that these same virtues are growing. The faith is growing more and more. The love is increasing. The perseverance and faith under persecution are being boasted about among God's churches.

The  growing  and  increasing  are  the  most  important  words  in  the  thanksgiving — because  they  establish  that  the  community's  life  with  God  is  not  static.  The  faith  they had when the gospel arrived has not merely survived the persecution; it has grown. The love  they  had  for  one  another  has  not  merely  persisted;  it  is  increasing.  This  is  the testimony  of  a  community  that  has  been  genuinely  formed  by  the  gospel  and  that  is being  further  formed  by  the  suffering  it  is  enduring —  a  community  in  which  the pressures that were designed to destroy the faith are, by the grace of God, deepening it.

The  boasting  of  verse  4  is  remarkable  in  its  context:  Paul  boasts  about  the Thessalonians'  perseverance  and  faith  among  God's  other  churches.  The  community that  is  suffering  the  most  severely  is  the  community  that  is  providing  the  most encouragement to the wider network of early Christian communities. The same dynamic that made the first letter's report of the Thessalonians' faith travel across Macedonia and Achaia is at work here: the faith of a suffering community is the most credible and the most  encouraging  testimony  available,  because  it  is  the  faith  that  has  been  tested  and has held.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

From  Paul,  Silas,  and  Timothy —  to  the  church  family  in  Thessalonica,  which 

exists in God our Father and in the Lord Jesus Christ. Grace and peace to you 

from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. We are obligated to thank God 

for  you  constantly,  brothers  and  sisters —  and  it  is  entirely  right  that  we  do. 

Your  faith  is  growing  remarkably.  The  love  you  have  for  one  another  is 

increasing  all  the  time.  So  much  so  that  among  the  other  churches  of  God  we 

actually boast about you — about the way you are holding firm with faith and 

perseverance through all the persecutions and trials you are going through.


KEY OBSERVATIONS

"Your faith is growing more and more, and the love all of you have for one another  is  increasing": This  signifies The  Suffering  That  Was  Designed  to Destroy  the  Faith  Has  Become  the  Condition  Under  Which  the  Faith  Is Growing.

The  growing  faith  and  increasing  love  of  the  Thessalonians  is  one  of  the  most theologically  significant  details  in  the  entire  letter —  because  it  establishes,  from  the very  opening,  that  the  suffering  has  not  produced  the  spiritual  deterioration  that suffering can produce when it is not accompanied by the grace of God. The natural effect of  sustained  persecution  on  a  young,  socially  isolated,  institutionally  vulnerable community  would  be  contraction:  the  narrowing  of  faith,  the  withdrawal  of  love,  the retreat  into  survival  mode.  What  Paul  observes  and  celebrates  is  the  exact  opposite: expansion. The faith is growing more and more. The love is increasing. The community that  should,  by  any  natural  measure,  be  contracting  is  expanding  in  the  very  qualities that most need to grow under pressure. This is the work of the God who turns mourning into  dancing  and  who  uses  the  curriculum  of  suffering  to  produce  the  formation  that comfort cannot.

"We ought always to thank God for you — we are obligated": This signifies The Thanksgiving That Is Genuinely Obligated Is More Theologically Significant Than the Thanksgiving That Is Merely Polite. Paul's framing of his thanksgiving as an obligation — we ought always to thank God for you — is a shift from the language of 1 Thessalonians, where he simply says we always thank God. The obligation language signals that the Thessalonians' perseverance under persecution has created a genuine debt of gratitude that Paul is discharging by the act of thanksgiving.  Their  suffering,  endured  in  faith,  has  been  so  genuinely  exemplary  that failing to thank God for it would be a form of injustice — the failure to honor what God has clearly been doing in the community He has been forming.

"Among God's churches we boast about your perseverance and faith": This signifies The  Suffering  Community  Is  the  Most  Powerful  Encourager  of  the Wider Network of Communities.

The  boasting  that  Paul  does  about  the  Thessalonians  among  other  churches  is  the second-letter version  of the testimony-that-travels described in 1  Thessalonians 1. The community  whose  faith  and  love  and  endurance  have  become  news  is  now  the community whose perseverance and faith under persecution have become the occasion for  boasting —  the  apostle's  sharing  of  the  testimony  of  one  community  with  other communities  as  an  encouragement  and  a  model.  The  suffering  of  one  member  is  the occasion for the growth of the whole body, because the faith that holds under suffering produces testimony that strengthens every community that hears it.

"The  church  of  the  Thessalonians  in  God  our  Father  and  the  Lord  Jesus Christ": This signifies The Community's Location in God Is the Foundation of Its Ability to Endure What Would Destroy a Community Located Anywhere Else.

The  repeated  identification  of  the  Thessalonian  community  as  existing  in  God  our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ — the same description that opened the first letter — is more  than  a  conventional  formula.  In  the  context  of  a  letter  written  to  a  community under  sustained  persecution,  the  location  language  is  the  most  foundational  pastoral word available: you exist in God. The persecution comes from outside the location where your  community  lives.  The  pressure  is  being  applied  from  outside  the  God  who  holds you. The community that exists in God cannot be ultimately destroyed by anything that operates  outside  of  God.  This  is  not  a  denial  of  the  reality  of  the  suffering.  It  is  the theological  frame  within  which  the  suffering  is  endured  and  within  which  it  does  its forming work.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. The Faith That Grows Under Pressure Is the Evidence That the Pressure Is Being Sanctified: The growing faith of the Thessalonians under persecution is the most  encouraging  testimony  available  for  every  believer  who  is  experiencing  a prolonged  season  of  difficulty  and  wondering  whether  the  difficulty  is  producing spiritual  growth  or  spiritual  damage.  Suffering  that  is  endured  within  the  frame  of genuine faith and genuine community does not automatically produce spiritual growth. But the faith that is genuinely rooted in the God who uses suffering as a curriculum will find,  over  time,  that  the  suffering  has  been  doing  exactly  what  the  curriculum  was designed to do: producing the expansion of faith and love that natural comfort cannot produce.  Ask  regularly  whether  the  faith  is  growing  and  the  love  is  increasing.  If  they are, the suffering is being sanctified.

2. Let  the  Testimony  of  Persevering  Communities  Strengthen  Your  Own Community's  Faith:  The  boasting  that  Paul  does  about  the  Thessalonians  among other churches is a model for the way the suffering and perseverance of one part of the body of Christ should function in the rest of it. The contemporary  church in relatively comfortable contexts should be listening to — and being formed by — the testimony of communities  that  are  enduring  genuine  persecution  for  the  gospel.  The  faith  of  the persecuted church across the globe is the faith whose testimony should be producing in comfortable  churches  the  strengthening  of  commitment  and  the  recalibration  of  what genuine Christianity looks like when the cost of it is real.

3. Receive Every Report of a Community's Growing Faith as an Obligation of Thanksgiving:  The  obligation  language  of  Paul's  thanksgiving  is  a  model  for  the response  that  every  believer  should  have  to  every  genuine  report  of  a  community's growing  faith  and  increasing  love.  The  faith  that  grows  under  pressure,  the  love  that increases in difficulty, the perseverance that holds through persecution — these are the evidences of divine grace that create a genuine obligation of gratitude in everyone who witnesses them. When you hear of a community's perseverance under pressure, receive it as the occasion for genuine thanksgiving to the God who is producing it.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The faith that is growing more and more and the love that is increasing in the middle of persecution is the most direct possible challenge to the contemporary Western church's assumption  that  the  flourishing  of  faith  requires  comfortable  circumstances.  The Thessalonians  are  not  thriving  in  spite  of  the  persecution.  They  are  thriving  in  it — because the God who is forming them is using the persecution as the specific instrument of the formation that comfort could not produce. This is the consistent testimony of the persecuted  church  across  every  generation  and  every  geography:  that  the  faith  that  is most  deeply  rooted  and  most  genuinely  expansive  is  usually  the  faith  that  has  been formed under the most demanding conditions.

The community that exists in God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ has a resource for  endurance  that  no  human  organizational  structure  or  social  support  network  can replicate. The location in God is not merely a metaphor for spiritual connection. It is the theological reality that gives the community its resilience — the recognition that the God who governs all things is also the God in whom the community lives, moves, and has its being,  and  that  the  pressure  being  applied  from  outside  this  God  cannot  ultimately reach the life that is grounded within Him.

Key Lesson: The faith that grows and the  love that increases under the very 

conditions designed to destroy them are the most compelling evidence available 

that  the  God  who  placed  His  community  in  Himself  is  using  the  suffering  to 

accomplish the formation that no comfort could produce — and the obligation to 

thank God for this is as real as the evidence that produces it.

 

2 Thessalonians 1:5–10

The Justice of God: Affliction Repaid and Relief Given at the Coming of the Lord

(5)      All      this      is      evidence      of      God's      righteous      judgment,

and  as  a  result  you  will  be  counted  worthy  of  the  kingdom  of  God, for            which            you           are           also           suffering. (6)  God  is  just:  He  will  pay  back  trouble  to  those  who  trouble  you (7)  and  give  relief  to  you  who  are  troubled,  and  to  us  as  well. This  will  happen  when  the  Lord  Jesus  is  revealed  from  heaven in         blazing         fire         with         his         powerful         angels. (8) He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of 

our                                 Lord                                 Jesus.

(9)      They     will     be     punished     with     everlasting     destruction and  shut  out  from  the  presence  of  the  Lord  and  from  the  glory  of  his  might (10)  on  the  day  he  comes  to  be  glorified  in  his  holy  people and  to  be  marveled  at  among  all  those  who  have  believed. This includes you, because you believed our testimony to you.

THE CONTEXT

The  passage  that  runs  from  verse  5  to  verse  10  is  the  most  theologically  concentrated section  of  the  chapter —  and  it  is  also  the  section  that  most  directly  addresses  the pastoral  crisis  the  community  is  facing:  the  question  of  what  the  suffering  means  and whether justice will ever be done. Paul's answer is structured around two realities that stand  in  direct  relation  to  each  other:  the  affliction  that  the  persecutors  are  currently inflicting  and  the  affliction  that  will  be  repaid  to  them;  and  the  trouble  that  the Thessalonians  are  currently  enduring  and  the  relief  that  will  be  given  to  them.  The justice of God is the organizing theological principle: God is just, and His justice ensures that every account will be settled — not by human vindication or institutional recourse, but by the Lord Jesus revealed from heaven.

The  description  of  the  Lord's  return  in  verses  7-10  is  one  of  the  most  vivid  and  most comprehensive  in  Paul's  letters —  and  it  is  remarkable  for  the  way  it  simultaneously holds together the judgment of the wicked and the glorification of the holy people. The revealing of the Lord Jesus from heaven in blazing fire with His powerful angels is not primarily  a  description  of  a  punitive  military  intervention.  It  is  a  description  of  a revelation: the Lord is being revealed — the one who has been present but unseen, the one  whose  coming  has  been  anticipated,  the  one  in  whom  the  community  has  been living and whom the persecutors have been refusing to obey.

The description of the punishment of those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel  is  one  of  the  most  serious  passages  in  the  letter.  Everlasting  destruction  and exclusion  from  the  presence  of  the  Lord  and  from  the  glory  of  His  might  is  the  most complete  possible  statement  of  the  loss  that  the  refusal  of  the  gospel  produces:  not merely the absence of the good things the presence of God provides, but the permanent, irreversible exclusion from the One in whose presence all genuine good is found. This is not  vindictive  cruelty.  It  is  the  logical  and  eschatological  consequence  of  the  choice  to not know God and not obey the gospel.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

All of this — the way you are suffering and holding firm — is itself evidence that 

God's judgment is right. The result of it will be that you are counted worthy of 

the kingdom of God, the kingdom for which you are going through all this. After 

all, it is only right for God to repay the people who are making your life difficult 

with trouble, and to give you who are being troubled — and us too — relief. This 

will  happen  when  the  Lord  Jesus  appears  from  heaven  with  His  powerful 

angels, surrounded by blazing fire. He will bring punishment to those who don't 

know  God  and  who  refuse  to  obey  the  good  news  about  our  Lord  Jesus.  The 

consequence  for  them  will  be  eternal  destruction —  permanent  exclusion  from 

the Lord's presence and from the splendor of His power. This will happen on the 

day He comes to be honored and glorified in His holy people — to be seen with 

astonishment by everyone who has believed. And that includes you, because you 

trusted the testimony we brought you.

KEY OBSERVATIONS

"All this is evidence of God's righteous judgment, and as a result you will be counted worthy of the kingdom": This signifies The Suffering of the Faithful Is  Not  Evidence  of  Divine  Abandonment —  It  Is  Evidence  of  Divine Investment in Their Formation for the Kingdom. The  reframing  of  suffering  that  Paul  offers  in  verse  5  is  one  of  the  most  pastorally significant moves in the entire passage. The persecutions and trials are not presented as the painful anomalies of a God who has temporarily lost control of the situation. They are  presented  as  evidence —  evidence  of  God's  righteous  judgment,  evidence  that  the community is being qualified for the kingdom for which they are suffering. The suffering is  the  instrument  of  the  formation  that  qualifies  for  the  kingdom.  The  God  whose judgment  is  righteous  has  designed  the  curriculum  of  the  kingdom  to  include  the suffering that refines and qualifies the students. This does not make the suffering good in itself. It makes it purposeful — which is a far more sustaining truth than the truth that the suffering will eventually stop.

"God  is  just:  He  will  pay  back  trouble  to  those  who  trouble  you  and  give relief to you who are troubled": This signifies The Justice of God Is the Most Permanent  and  the  Most  Personal  Form  of  Vindication  Available  to  the Persecuted.

The declaration God is just is the theological foundation of the entire section's pastoral comfort. The Thessalonians cannot rely on Roman courts, which have been complicit in their  persecution.  They  cannot  rely  on  social  pressure,  which  has  been  generating  it. They  can  rely  on  the  justice  of  God —  the  absolute,  undeflectable,  eschatologically certain justice of the One who sees everything, keeps perfect records, and whose day of reckoning  is  coming  with  the  revealing  of  the  Lord  Jesus.  The  justice  of  God  is  not  a distant  theological  abstraction.  It  is  the  most  personal  possible  comfort  available  to people  whose  suffering  has  gone  unaddressed  by  every  human  institution  available  to them.

"Everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord": This signifies The  Most  Complete  Statement  of  the  Punishment  of  the  Wicked  Is the  Description  of  What  They  Are  Excluded  From,  Not  What  They  Are Subjected To.

The description of the punishment of those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel is notable for what it emphasizes: not the active torment inflicted upon them but the  permanent  exclusion  from  the  Lord's  presence.  The  everlasting  destruction  is  the destruction  that  comes  from  being  permanently  cut  off from  the  source  of  all  genuine good —  from  the  presence  of  the  One  in  whom  life,  light,  meaning,  beauty,  and  every other genuine good is found. The punishment is not primarily punitive in the sense of something actively inflicted. It is the consummation of the choice that was made — the eternal extension of the trajectory of not knowing God.

"On the day he comes to be glorified in his holy people and to be marveled at among all those who have believed": This signifies The Return of Christ Is Primarily About the Glorification of the Lord — and the Holy People Are the Medium Through Which That Glorification Is Displayed. The most remarkable feature of the description of the Lord's return in this passage is its primary  orientation:  the  Lord  comes  to  be  glorified  in  His  holy  people  and  to  be marveled at among those who have believed. The judgment of the wicked and the relief of the persecuted are  real and coming. But the primary purpose of the return, as Paul describes it here, is the glorification of the Lord Jesus — the display of His glory in and through the community of people who belonged to Him  and whose faithfulness under suffering has been the medium of that glory's present expression.


WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. Receive  the  Reframing  of  Your  Suffering  as  a  Gift,  Not  a  Platitude:  The declaration  that  the  suffering  of  the  Thessalonians  is  evidence  of  God's  righteous judgment  and  the  means  of  their  qualification  for  the  kingdom  is  not  a  pastoral platitude. It is a theological reframing — a genuine, permanently true account of what the suffering means from the perspective of  the God who is governing it. The believer who receives this reframing genuinely — who genuinely understands that the difficulty they are enduring is the curriculum of the kingdom they have been called to — does not merely  feel  better  about  the  suffering.  They  endure  it  differently.  Not  with  grim resignation but with the purposeful engagement of someone who knows that what the suffering is producing is worth what the suffering costs.

2. Let  the Justice  of  God Be  the  Foundation  of  Your  Endurance —  Not  the Hope  of  Human  Vindication:  The  Thessalonians  have  no  human  institution  to appeal  to  for  the  relief  that  the  persecution  requires.  But  it  is  available  from  the  God who is just and who will repay — at the revealing of the Lord Jesus. The believer who grounds their endurance in the justice of God — who can say with genuine confidence that the account will be settled, that the affliction will be repaid, that the relief will come —  is  the  believer  who  can  endure  what  the  believer  waiting  for  human  vindication cannot, because human vindication may never come.

3. Understand That the Lord's Return Is Primarily About His Glorification in You — and Let That Shape How You Live Until He Comes: The description of the Lord's return as the day He comes to be glorified in His holy people transforms the entire frame within which the community's present life is understood. The suffering, the perseverance,  the  faith,  the  love —  all  of  it  is  the  present-tense  preparation  for  the eschatological moment when the Lord's glory will be displayed in the people who have been His. Live accordingly. The life you are living now is the preparation for the glory that will be displayed through you then.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The  justice  of  God  that  Paul  invokes  as  the  pastoral  comfort  of  the  persecuted Thessalonians is the most urgent and the most neglected theological resource available to  the  contemporary  church  in  its  engagement  with  injustice.  Paul's  deployment  of eschatological justice is direct, specific, and personal: God will pay back trouble to those who trouble you. Not eventually, as a general feature of the moral order. At the revealing of  the  Lord  Jesus.  The  eschatological  certainty  is  the  comfort,  and  the  comfort  is  as specific as the suffering it addresses.

The description of the punishment of those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel  as  everlasting  destruction  and  exclusion  from  the  Lord's  presence  is  one  of  the most  important  pieces  of  the  gospel's  full  message  that  the  contemporary  church  has most  consistently  softened  or  omitted.  The  gospel  that  does  not  include  the  coming judgment  has  deprived  its  hearers  of  the  theological  context  that  makes  the  rescue genuinely good news. The coming exclusion from the Lord's presence is the most serious possible statement about the consequence of refusing the gospel.

Key  Lesson: The  suffering  of  the  faithful  is  the  evidence  of  God's  righteous 

investment in the formation of the kingdom community — and the justice that is 

being stored up for its resolution will be delivered personally by the Lord Jesus 

at His revealing, on the day He comes to be glorified in the very people whose 

suffering has been the preparation for that glory.

 

2 Thessalonians 1:11–12

The Prayer That Aligns Every Resolve with the Power That Can Fulfill It

(11) With this in mind, we constantly pray for you, that our God may make you 

worthy

of  his  calling,  and  that  by  his  power  he  may  bring  to  fulfillment  every  good 

purpose

of       yours      and      every      act      prompted      by      your      faith. (12) We pray this so that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.

THE CONTEXT

The  prayer  of  verses  11-12  is  the  most  concentrated  and  the  most  theologically comprehensive piece of apostolic intercession in the chapter — and it is the prayer that ties together the thanksgiving of the opening section (the growing faith and increasing love), the pastoral reassurance of the middle section (the  suffering as qualification for the kingdom), and the eschatological vision (the Lord glorified in His holy people at His coming).  The  three  elements  of  the  prayer —  worthiness  of  the  calling,  fulfillment  of good purpose and faith-prompted action, and the glorification of the Lord's name — are the  three  dimensions  of  the  community's  formation  that  the  entire  chapter  has  been describing.

The prayer for worthiness of the calling picks up the language of verse 5 — you will be counted  worthy  of  the  kingdom —  and  asks  God  to  make  it  so.  The  worthiness  is  not achieved  by  the  community's  effort.  It  is  produced  by  God's  making —  His  active, gracious, ongoing work of qualifying the community for what He has called them to. The prayer for the fulfillment of every good purpose and every act of faith is the prayer for the  gap  between  intention  and  execution  to  be  bridged  by  divine  power —  the recognition that good resolves and faith-prompted intentions need the power of God to become the realities they are reaching toward.

The final phrase — according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ — is the most  theologically  comprehensive  summary  of  the letter's  opening  section.  Everything —  the  calling,  the  worthiness,  the  good  purposes,  the  faith-prompted  actions,  the glorification — is according to grace. Not according to human merit or achievement or sustained spiritual effort. The grace that arrived in Thessalonica with power and Spirit and full conviction in the first letter is the same grace that is being invoked here as the ground  of  the  prayer  for  the  community's  ongoing  formation  and  the  Lord's  ongoing glorification in them.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

With all of this in mind, we pray for you constantly. We ask God to make you 

worthy of the calling He has given you, and that through His power He would 

bring  to  full  completion  every  good  intention  you  have  and  every  action  your 

faith is prompting you to take. We pray this so that the name of our Lord Jesus 

might be glorified in you — and you in Him — all of it flowing from the grace of 

our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.

KEY OBSERVATIONS

"That  our  God  may  make  you  worthy  of  his  calling": This  signifies The Worthiness  for  the  Kingdom  Is  God's  Work,  Not  the  Community's Achievement — He Makes Them Worthy. The grammar of the prayer is theologically precise: God makes them worthy. Not they make themselves worthy. The community's role is active — they have good purposes and faith-prompted actions that need to be fulfilled. But the enabling of those purposes and the qualification for the calling are God's work. The prayer is for God to do what only God can do.

"By his power he may bring to fulfillment every good purpose of yours and every  act  prompted  by  your  faith": This  signifies The  Gap  Between  Good Intention and Faithful Execution Is Bridged by the Power of God, Not by the Determination of the Believer.

The prayer for God's power to bring to fulfillment every good purpose and every act of faith  acknowledges  a  reality  that  every  honest  believer  knows:  the  gap  between  good intentions and their execution is real and significant. The good purposes are genuinely good. The faith-prompted actions are genuine expressions of the faith. But between the intention  and  the  execution  there  is  a  gap  that  human  determination  alone  cannot reliably bridge — the gap that is crossed by the power of God when that power is sought in prayer.

"That the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him": This signifies The Mutual Glorification of the Lord in the Community and of the  Community  in  the  Lord  Is  the  Ultimate  Goal  of  Every  Element  of Pastoral Formation.

The goal of the prayer — the glorification of the Lord's name in the community and of the  community  in  the  Lord —  is  the  most  theologically  comprehensive  statement  of pastoral purpose available. Not the community's survival. Not their comfort or success or institutional flourishing. The glorification of the Lord Jesus in them — the display of His  character,  His  power,  His  faithfulness,  His  grace  in  the  lives  of  the  people  who belong to Him. And their glorification in Him — the honoring of the community by the One whose honor is the source and the measure of all genuine honor.

"According to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ": This signifies Grace  Is  Both  the  Source  and  the  Standard  of  Everything  the  Prayer  Is Asking For.

The  closing  phrase —  according  to  grace —  is  the  letter's  most  explicit  statement  that everything being prayed for is a grace gift rather than a merit achievement. The calling is a  grace  call.  The  worthiness  is  a  grace-produced  worthiness.  The  fulfillment  of  good purposes is a grace-enabled fulfillment. The glorification of the Lord in the community is the grace of the God who chose to display His glory in jars of clay. Every element of the  prayer  exists  within  the  frame  of  grace —  which  means  that  the  confidence  of  the prayer is ultimately in the God who gives grace freely.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. Pray for God to Make You Worthy — and for His Power to Bridge the Gap Between Your Good Intentions and Their Execution: The prayer of verses 11-12 is one of the most practically needed prayers in the repertoire of every believer who has experienced the frustrating gap between their best intentions and what they actually do. The appropriate response to this gap is not self-condemnation or the abandonment of the intention. It is the prayer for God's power to bring to fulfillment what His grace has inspired. Ask God specifically to bring to completion the good purposes and the faith-prompted actions that you genuinely intend but have not yet been able to execute.

2. Let  the  Glorification  of  the  Lord's  Name  in  You  Be  the  Goal  That Organizes  Every  Other  Goal:  The  goal  of  the  prayer —  that  the  name  of  the  Lord Jesus may be glorified in you and you in Him — is the most clarifying possible standard for  evaluating  any  ministry  goal,  any  personal  ambition,  any  community  project,  any pastoral  strategy.  The  question  it  poses  is  simple  and  demanding:  will  this  glorify  the name of the Lord Jesus in the people involved? Let that question be asked of everything.

3. Receive  the  Grace  as  the  Ground  of  the  Confidence  That  What  Is  Being Prayed for Will Happen: The closing phrase — according to the grace of our God and the  Lord  Jesus  Christ —  is  the  ground  of  the  confidence  that  makes  the  prayer  more than a wish. The grace of God is not contingent on the worthiness of the recipient or the quality  of  the  petition.  It  is  the  sovereign,  freely  given,  inexhaustible  favor  of  the  God who  gives  it  because  He  is  who  He  is.  Receive  the  grace  as  the  foundation  of  the confidence that the worthiness will be produced, the good purposes will be fulfilled, and the Lord will be glorified.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The prayer of verses 11-12 is the letter's most direct model for apostolic intercession — and it reveals, in its three elements, the priorities that should organize every prayer for a Christian  community.  First,  worthiness  for  the  calling:  the  prayer  that  the  community would be genuinely qualified for what it has been called to. Second, fulfillment of good purposes  and  faith-prompted  actions:  the  prayer  for  the  power  that  bridges  the  gap between intention and execution. Third, glorification of the Lord's name: the prayer that orients every element  of the community's formation toward its ultimate eschatological purpose.

The according to grace that closes the prayer is the letter's most important word for the community that is tempted to make the quality of its pursuit of the goals the basis of its confidence that the goals will be achieved. The grace frame means that the confidence does not rise and fall with the community's performance. It rests on the character of the Giver. The community that has had a week of genuine failure in its pursuit of holy living can pray this prayer with the same  confidence as the  community that has had its best week ever, because the ground of the confidence is grace, not performance.

Key  Lesson: The  prayer  that  asks  God  to  make  the  community  worthy,  to 

bring its good purposes to fulfillment by His power, and to glorify the name of 

the  Lord  Jesus  in  it  and  it  in  Him —  all  according  to  grace —  places  the 

community's  formation  entirely  within  the  frame  of  what  God  is  doing  rather 

than  what  the  community  is  achieving,  and  rests  on  the  only  foundation  that 

can support the weight of what is being asked for.

[image: ]

 

Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We  close  2  Thessalonians  chapter  1  having  been  in  the  presence  of  a 

community under pressure that is, astonishingly, thriving — whose faith 

is growing more and more, whose love is increasing, whose perseverance 

under persecution is being boasted about among the other churches. We 

have been in the presence of the pastoral comfort that the justice of God 

provides —  the  assurance  that  the  suffering  has  a  purpose,  that  the 

persecution  will  be  repaid,  that  the  relief  is  coming,  and  that  the  Lord 

Jesus Himself will come to be glorified in the very people who have been 

holding firm through what was designed to break them.

Lord, we ask for the faith that grows under pressure. Not the faith that 

merely survives difficulty, but the faith that is genuinely expanded by it —

that  grows  more  and  more  precisely  because  the  conditions  that  would 

naturally  contract  it  have  been  sanctified  by  the  God  who  uses  the 

curriculum  of  suffering  to  produce  the  formation  that  comfort  cannot. 

Give us the love that increases — that is not narrowed by social pressure 

but  widened  and  deepened  by  the  God  who  poured  His  love  into  our 

hearts.

Give  us  the  long  view  of  the  justice  of  God —  the  confidence  that  every 

account will be settled, that every wrong done to the people who belong 

to  You  will  be  repaid,  that  the  relief  is  coming.  Not  with  vindictiveness, 

but  with  the  settled  confidence  of  people  who  know  that  the  God  who 

governs all things is the God who is just — and that His justice is the most 

permanent and most personal form of vindication available.

And  make  us  worthy  of  the  calling.  Not  by  our  own  sustained  spiritual 

effort but by Your own power, working in us, bringing to fulfillment the 

good  purposes  and  the  faith-prompted  actions  that  Your  grace  has 

inspired. Let the goal of everything be the glorification of the name of the 

Lord  Jesus  in  us  and  of  us  in  Him.  According  to  Your  grace —  not 

according to our merit. In Jesus' name, Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone
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