
Small Group Leader Notes - 1 Thessalonians 2:13-16 

Context


Acts 17 tells us of the opposition that Paul and the other missionaries faced when they 
came to Thessalonica. This persecution did not stop when they left but instead was 
redirected towards the new believers (see 1:6, 2:14 and 3:3-4.) Paul had warned the 
Thessalonians that they would suffer (3:3-4) and yet we can imagine that the experience 
of suffering for their new-found faith must have been unsettling for the Thessalonians. 
Paul therefore wants to encourage them by showing that they are not alone in suffering 
for the truth (v14-15.) He is also greatly encouraged by their willingness to suffer for the 
gospel because this is proof that God’s word is at work in them (v13.)


When we consider the whole Bible a clear pattern emerges that opposition to God and 
his people is not normal. Paul wants to help the Thessalonians see that their experience is 
not out of the ordinary (v14-15.) We too need to understand that when we experience 
hostility, opposition or difficulty for the sake of Jesus we are not alone, we are in good 
company.


Structure


This short passage moves from the Thessalonians and their response to God’s word and 
what it says about them (v13-14) to considering their persecutors and what it says about 
them (v15-16.) The whole passage is held together by the theme of God’s people 
suffering.


Notes


v13 - Paul returns to the theme of thanksgiving with which he began the letter (1:2-5.) 
Again his thanksgiving focuses on how the Thessalonians responded to the gospel when 
it was preached to them. Although they heard it from human beings they received it as the 
word of God not merely a human message. The theme of thanksgiving is constant 
throughout the letter and shows how much Paul loved the Thessalonians even after only 
spending a few weeks with them. (see also 2:19 and 3:7-9.)


v13-14 - Paul was confident that God’s word was at work in them because (see how v14 
begins ‘For you…’) they suffered for Jesus’ sake. This is worth pausing and considering 
for a moment. How do you know God’s word is at work in you? How do you know it is at 
work in the members of your group? We might look for dramatic change or works of 
power, but it is also seen in enduring hardship and suffering for Jesus’ sake. As we 
imitate, the Apostles, Prophets, early church and Jesus in suffering for God’s sake then 
that is evidence that God’s word is at work in us. 


v14-15 - Paul is keen to show the Thessalonians that what they are experiencing is not 
unusual. They are not alone in suffering for Jesus. They are joining a large crowd of 
people around the world and through the centuries who have suffered for the truth. 
Hostility towards God and his people is a constant throughout history and in all cultures.
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v15-16 - The focus in these verses shifts from the Thessalonians to their persecutors. 
Firstly their actions displease God and secondly they are hostile to everyone because 
they are trying to stop people hearing the gospel. 


Again pause and consider this for a moment. When people try and stop the spread of the 
gospel they are not just hostile to Christians, they are hostile to everyone because they 
are stopping people from hearing the most-important news they will ever hear, the news 
they need to hear and believe if they are to be saved. Think about what this means. 


Imagine a school decides that they are no longer going to allow a local church to take 
assemblies. The school might say they are doing this out of love for their pupils and 
especially those from other faiths. Yet these verses tell us that the school are in fact 
hostile to their pupils because they are stopping them from hearing the live-giving word of 
God and how can their pupils believe and be saved if they don’t hear the gospel. 


In such a situation, we as Christians can often focus on how this is hostile to us and an 
attack on our freedoms and rights, but we need to see that such restrictions are not just 
against us and God. Restricting the spread of the gospel is also hostility to those who 
would otherwise have the chance to hear the gospel, believe and be saved. 


v16 - Those who seek to restrict the spread of the gospel are in great danger. Their sins 
are piling up and thus God’s wrath is hanging over them and is about to fall. Whilst there 
is some debate about how exactly to understand the last sentence in v16 I do not take 
Paul to be saying that God’s judgment has already fallen on those who are hindering the 
spread of the gospel. Instead, I think the sense is that God’s judgment is ready to fall on 
them and therefore they are in a terrifying position. Their sins are piling up and God’s 
judgment could fall upon them. How should we respond to such people? We must 
continue to hold out the gospel to them! That is what Paul did time and again in Acts as 
he faced Jewish opposition and yet he continued to hold out the gospel to them because 
it was their only hope. 


Big Idea


Paul thanked God because the Thessalonians suffering for the gospel showed God’s 
word was at work in them.


Areas of Application


• Receiving the Word of God as it actually is - This seems to me to be a vital area of 
application for us at BEC. We spend a lot of time reading, studying and hearing the 
word of God preached, but how do we receive it? When the preacher proclaims God’s 
word on Sunday, do we take it as one person’s opinion, a bit of advice, a pep talk? Or 
do we receive it as the living God speaking to us? As we read our Bible’s do we come 
to the Bible as an encyclopaedia of helpful advice for different situations and stages of 
life? Or do we listen to it as our Father speaking to us with his agenda? What is our 
posture when we come to the Bible? Do we sit over it, sceptically answering questions 
and seeking to master it? Or do we sit humbly under God’s word seeking to be 
mastered by it?
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• Suffering for the gospel - Whilst we may not suffer as the Thessalonians did we 
should not be surprised to experience hardship and difficulty if we receive the Bible as 
God’s infallible word rather than merely a human, therefore, fallible, message. When we 
endure hardship we need to remember that we are not alone, such an experience is 
normal and we are in good company. Secondly we also need to be encouraged to see 
that when we endure difficulty for Jesus it is a mark that God’s word is at work in us. 
Such endurance comes from God. 


• The hostility of those who try to stop the spread of the gospel - As mentioned 
above we need to see that such opposition isn’t just hostility against us, it’s hostility 
against the very people they are trying to protect. These people are also hostile to 
themselves because (perhaps without realising) their actions are causing their sins to 
pile up and they are in danger of God’s judgment. They too therefore need the very 
gospel they are so keen to stop others hearing. This should refocus our desire to pray 
for and share the gospel with those who oppose the spread of the gospel because they 
too are in desperate need of salvation.
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Suggested Bible Study Questions


Starter Question (ask this before you read the passage) - This passage is about the 
difference God’s word makes in our lives. How can we know that God’s word really is at 
work in us?


1. Why does Paul thank God for the Thessalonians? (v13)


2. What would it have looked like if the Thessalonians had merely received the gospel as 
a human word and not the word of God?


3. At BEC we spend a lot of time reading, studying and hearing the Bible being taught. 
How can we tell that we are receiving the Bible as the Word of God and not merely a 
human word?


4. Why was Paul so sure God’s word was at work in the Thessalonians? (v13-14.)


5. Who else had suffered for the gospel? (v14-15) 


a) How might this have helped and reassured these new believers?


b) How does this help us when we experience hardship because of our faith?


6. What do v15-16 say about those who try to hinder the spread of the gospel? 


7. Have you seen examples where people have tried to hinder the spread of the gospel?


8. Often the reasons given for stopping the spread of the gospel are love and tolerance. 
Why are such restrictions really unloving and hostile to everyone?


Finish the study by praying for;


- Christians you know who are suffering for their faith.


- Situations where the gospel is being hindered. 


- Those who are hindering the spread of the gospel.


4


