
Abounding in Love

1 Thessalonians 2:17-3:13 (ESV)

But since we were torn away from you, brothers, for a short time, in person not in heart, we
endeavored the more eagerly and with great desire to see you face to face, 18 because we
wanted to come to you—I, Paul, again and again—but Satan hindered us. 19 For what is our
hope or joy or crown of boasting before our Lord Jesus at his coming? Is it not you? 20 For
you are our glory and joy.

3 Therefore when we could bear it no longer, we were willing to be left behind at Athens
alone, 2 and we sent Timothy, our brother and God's coworker in the gospel of Christ, to
establish and exhort you in your faith, 3 that no one be moved by these afflictions. For you
yourselves know that we are destined for this. 4 For when we were with you, we kept telling
you beforehand that we were to suffer affliction, just as it has come to pass, and just as you
know. 5 For this reason, when I could bear it no longer, I sent to learn about your faith, for fear
that somehow the tempter had tempted you and our labor would be in vain.

6 But now that Timothy has come to us from you, and has brought us the good news of your
faith and love and reported that you always remember us kindly and long to see us, as we
long to see you— 7 for this reason, brothers, in all our distress and affliction we have been
comforted about you through your faith. 8 For now we live, if you are standing fast in the
Lord. 9 For what thanksgiving can we return to God for you, for all the joy that we feel for
your sake before our God, 10 as we pray most earnestly night and day that we may see you
face to face and supply what is lacking in your faith?

11 Now may our God and Father himself, and our Lord Jesus, direct our way to you,  12 and
may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, as we do for
you, 13 so that he may establish your hearts blameless in holiness before our God and Father,
at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints.

Opening Remarks

The first chapter of 1 Thessalonians was an encouragement to the brothers and
sister there. The faith of the Thessalonians was known to all the nearby regions. Paul
wanted to assure them of their salvation, based on evidence, and their hope in the
coming of Christ.

In the second chapter, he dives right into the meat of his letter. Even though the
church was sounding out and there was evidence of salvation, there were still issues
that needed to be addressed. Chief among them were the accusations that were
reported to him from Timothy. Paul was being accused of having a deceitful



character and being nothing more than a travelling swindler who left them when
things got tough.

He addresses the accusations against his character and conduct first in verses 1-16.
Then turns his attention to his departure, delay in return, and determination to visit
them again in verses 2:17- 3:13.

Verses 2:17-20: Paul, here, begins to confront the accusations against his departure
and delayed return. Thessalonica was filled with so called travelling religious
salesmen looking to make a few dollars and then go on their way. Some were
positioning Paul and his companions in this group.

Paul confronts this accusation by describing the way they left, their intense desire to
be with them, and the real reason they were not able to return in a timely manner.
He finalizes this expression through a rhetorical analysis of his true motive.

Paul makes clear the fact that he did not want to leave the city originally but was
forced out in an unnatural way. The event caused him much grief as seen in the
Greek verb ‘aporphanizomai’. This verb is translated “torn away from”, but at its root is
‘orphanos’ which means to orphan. Stott notes that this has both the meaning of a
child that loses a parent but also of a parent who loses a child. The NIV translates
the verb this as “orphaned by being separated from”. Others have broadened the
meaning of the verb to account for any loss of a loved one. Regardless, the verb
portrays the kind of separation that Paul felt.

Paul was confident that their separation was temporary and made a concerted effort,
with intent, to return to them. In fact, he states that he made multiple attempts to
return to them. However, the Holy Spirit gave him the awareness that Satan was at
work in blocking their return. In other words, his return at that time was not part of
God’s will. It is not explicitly stated how he was hindered here, but this raises some
interesting questions. How does Satan hinder us?

How do we weigh God’s sovereignty against Satan’s hindrances?

What was the purpose of knowing that it was Satan who was hindering him?

Looking ultimately to Christ’s return, Paul seeks to define his relationship to the
brothers and sisters in Thessalonica. He knows that one day all who are in Jesus
Christ will be together, for eternity, and this is his hope, joy, and crown of boasting.
What greater joy and glory do we have in a relationship other than knowing that we
will spend eternity together in the kingdom of heaven?

Verses 3: 1-5: The ‘Therefore’ gives us insight into what they could bear no longer,
their separation. Amid persecution in Berea, they sent Paul, accompanied by some
of the brothers, by sea to Athens. Acts 17 states that they left Paul in Athens after
receiving a command for Silas and Timothy to join him. There is debate whether



Timothy and Silas joined Paul in Athens before heading back to Thessalonica and
then rejoined him in Corinth or whether the command to them included a note for
Timothy to visit Thessalonica to get a report before joining back up with Paul.

Either way, the effort of Timothy was to exhort and establish their faith. He also
brought comfort by relieving some of the tensions caused by Paul’s abrupt
departure. No doubt that this was costly for Paul as he was left alone in Athens. Even
so, he was more concerned that they might be led away from Christ in their suffering
rather than being concerned about his own situation. Paul is walking the talk (Phil
2:3).

Paul was right to be concerned that the believers in Thessalonica might be moved
by affliction. It is true that the testing of our hearts in affliction is part of our spiritual
growth. However, a timely word of encouragement can help to keep one’s eyes fixed
on the purpose of the affliction. Paul didn’t pull any punches, he told them initially
about the persecution that would come from declaring Jesus as Lord and Savior-
that they were destined to suffer just as he did. Did Jesus also preach the inevitability
of suffering for those who believe in Him?

Paul reveals another detail in verse 5 about why he sent Timothy to them, to learn
about their faith. There was an element of fear that the ‘temper’, Satan, had deceived
them and in doing so, diminished the power of the gospel in that area. How did Paul
demonstrate a righteous fear of the Lord?

Verses 3: 6-10: As you could tell from Chapter 1 of this letter, Paul was overjoyed
with the report he received from Timothy. Remember from verse 8 of the first
chapter that “the word of the Lord sounded forth” from them so much so that Paul
did not have to say anything. Also, verse 1:9 is echoed here in how they remember
Paul, Silas, and Timothy. Verse 1:9 states that “they themselves report the kind of
reception we had among you”. His joy came from the faith of the believers in
Thessalonica. They showed their faith by turning from idols to the living God.

Their evidence of faith brought Paul, Silas and Timothy comfort, even in times of
distress and affliction. Paul could only give thanks to God for the return on his
investment. How can we invest ourselves in the lives of others?

Indeed, Paul feels as though his life is wrapped up in the faith of his beloved
children. This is certainly insight into the heart of a pastor. Great is the burden that
they bear, but since the work is the Lords, they also receive great joy through the
faith of those they shepherd. As their faith has been shown to be true, Paul rejoices
in thanksgiving and prays that they may see each other again.

Earlier in 1 Thessalonians, Paul said that they worked night and day and now he is
saying that pray night and day. Are these two actions mutually exclusive? How do
you find ways to stay focused on the Lord throughout your workday?



He is praying that, despite Satan’s hindrances, he may see them face to face in order
to make up for their spiritual deficiencies. These deficiencies could be in both their
doctrine, how they think, and in their ethical understandings, how they act. He
wanted to witness their wholeness or complete maturity in Christ. Letters and phone
calls are nice, but there is no substitute for face-to-face fellowship.

Verses 3: 11-13: Paul says he prays night and day, then he gives an example of how
he prays. He petitions the Lord in three distinct ways: that God will guide him to see
the believers in Thessalonica again, that they will increase in their love for one
another, and that they will have hearts established in holiness.

The call to God and Father along with Jesus is an emphatic cry for the obstacles,
placed by Satan, to be removed. The Scripture is filled with verses about crying out
to the Lord. This type of prayer is not in words only but with a sincere heart that
submits to God’s sovereign will. When is the last time you cried out to the Lord?

Paul desires that their love not only increase but abound, and this is not only for their
brothers and sisters in Christ, but for all peoples. This is how he loves them. For love
to abound or overflow, there must be a surplus. I

The coming of Christ, with all His saints, is the reason that one’s heart needs to be
established in holiness. We are blameless before God the Father through the atoning
sacrifice of Jesus. Jesus is our Redeemer, our High Priest, our Advocate, and our
Hope.

Prayer is an integral part of our relationship with God. He may not answer them in
our time frame, but when we focus on Him, He can help our hearts to wait. Paul had
to wait 5 years to be back with the Thessalonians. He has a similar prayer for the
Philippians, 1:9-11, which points to a persistence in prayer. What are some prayers
that you have had to persist in and wait on the Lord?
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Major themes:

How does Satan hinder us? What is the purpose of these hindrances?

Notes:


