
Small Group Leaders Notes - 1 Thessalonians 2:17-3:5 

Context


Why had Paul not returned? 

Acts 17 tells us Paul had to leave the Thessalonians in a hurry because of the mob. It 
seems that both he and the Thessalonians had expected that he would return, but he 
hadn’t. In the mean time the Thessalonians have been persecuted for their new faith. It is 
not hard to imagine that some of the Thessalonians may have begun to question why 
Paul had not returned? Did he not care? Had he just been using them for his own ‘empire 
building?’ In this central section of the letter Paul lays bare his heart for the Thessalonians 
to show them just how he feels for them, why he has not returned and what he has done 
instead.


Faith, Hope and Love 
In the Introduction to 1 Thessalonians we identified how ‘faith, hope, love and holiness’ 
are key themes running through the letter. In this passage faith, hope and love and central 
to what Paul did for the Thessalonians. It was because of his great love for them that he 
felt so bad about leaving and tried desperately to return (2:17-18.) He describes the 
Thessalonians as his hope, joy and crown that he looks forward to when Christ returns 
(2:19-20.) In all that he does for them he is motivated by a concern for their faith, longing 
to strengthen their faith so they will endure the trials they are facing (3:2-5.)


Structure


The passage forms one unit with Paul’s great concern for the Thessalonians and their 
faith as the central theme. The passage then naturally subdivides into 2 parts;


Plan A - Paul attempted to return to the Thessalonians (2:17-20)


Plan B - Paul sent Timothy to the Thessalonians (3:1-5)


Notes


2:17 - Paul describes having to leave the Thessalonians as like being ‘orphaned’. This is 
incredibly strong and emotive imagery. We are to picture children in a war zone who have 
lost their parents or parents grieving the loss of a child. That is how strongly Paul felt for 
the Thessalonians even though he had only been with them for a few weeks. 


Paul clearly did not expect to be apart from the Thessalonians for long and he wants 
them to know that though he was out of sight, they were not out of his mind. “In person, 
not in thought” can literally be translated, “in face, but not in heart.” 


As Small Group Leaders Paul’s strong emotions for the Thessalonians should make us 
pause and think, “How do I feel about the people in my group?” “How did you feel when 
you were unable to meet in person with the members of your group?” 


1



As I reflect on Paul’s heart, I pray that the Lord may increase my love for his people at 
BEC so that more and more I would feel for them the way Paul felt for the Thessalonians.


2:17-18 - Paul now addresses why he did not return. He wants the Thessalonians to know 
that he was desperate to return to them and had done all he could. Without going into 
detail he says the reason he had not returned was that Satan had blocked their way. It is 
futile to speculate about what exactly Satan did or how he blocked their way. All we need 
to do is recognise that there are unseen spiritual forces at work in the world. Having said 
this, Satan often operates in the shadows and so we will not always be able to clearly 
identify his actions. 


2:19-20 - I think these verses are the most striking in the passage and maybe even in the 
whole letter. What do you think? Paul is saying that when he looks forward to Jesus’ 
return he looks forward to sharing that day with the Thessalonians. He looks forward to 
hearing each of their names read out of the Lamb’s book of life. When he says they are 
‘the crown in which we will glory’ he is picking up the image of winning athletes receiving 
a victory laurel. There is a sense in which Paul is saying that seeing the Thessalonians 
reach the finishing line will be Paul’s reward for his ministry. 


3:1-2 - As Paul now explains his Plan B he is keen to lay out Timothy’s credentials so that 
the Thessalonians will see that in sending Timothy, Paul has sent his very best!


3:2-3 - The key thing in these verses is to see that Paul sent Timothy “to strengthen and 
encourage you in your faith.” That was Paul’s big concern for the Thessalonians and it 
ties in with 2:19 and 3:5. Paul didn’t send Timothy for a social visit. He didn’t send 
Timothy to get a medical or financial update from the Thessalonians. Paul’s great concern 
was for their spiritual health. He wanted to ensure that none of them would be unsettled 
in their faith by the trials they were facing.


3:3-4 - To help them not be unsettled by the trials they were facing Paul reminds them 
that suffering is part of God’s plan and he had warned them to expect persecution. No 
doubt Timothy would also have been reminding them of what Paul and Silas had taught 
them during their brief initial visit.


3:5 - This verses ties together the whole passage. Paul uses the same phrase ‘when I 
could stand it no longer’ that he used in 3:1. He also repeats his big concern for their faith 
saying he was worried the tempter might have tempted them to give up (see 3:3.) Finally 
he again looks forward to the future and Jesus’ return when he speaks of his concern 
“that our labours might have been in vain.” In this way the final verse of the passage 
includes the key ideas of faith, hope and love which have run through the passage.
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Big Idea 

Out of his great love for the Thessalonians, Paul did all he could to strengthen their faith 
as he looked forward in hope to Jesus’ appearing.


Areas of Application 

In this passage Paul speaks quite personally and we need to remember that he is an 
Apostle and we are not. At the same time Paul urged the Corinthians to “follow my 
example as I follow the example of Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:1) so we need to carefully 
consider the ways in which we are called to imitate him. Below I have included some 
application questions for us to consider. As always we should ask these questions of 
ourselves before we ask them of our groups.


• How concerned are we for the spiritual health of others? This was Paul’s big 
concern (3:3) and was the reason he wanted to visit and sent Timothy. Where does the 
spiritual health of others rank in our concerns? Are we more concerned for their 
material, medical or social needs? It’s right to be concerned about these things but 
above all we should have a growing concern for spiritual needs. 

• What are we looking forward to about heaven? For Paul one of the best things 
about being with Jesus would be enjoying him with the Thessalonians. To what extent 
do other people feature in your thoughts about heaven? We may look forward to be 
reunited with love ones but can we say other believers are our hope, joy, glory and 
crown? If not, why might this be?


• What will we sacrifice to strengthen and encourage others in their faith? Paul was 
prepared to risk his life to return to Thessalonica and when he sent Timothy he was 
leaving himself alone in Athens without his trusted right-hand man. This reminds us that 
strengthening and encouraging others in our faith will almost always involve us making 
sacrifices. How can we strengthen and encourage others in their faith (church, home 
group, family, friends, mission partners) and what sacrifices will we need to make to do 
this?


• How do we feel about not being able to meet with other believers? This is perhaps 
not a direct application but rather is an indirect application from the passage. Paul 
clearly wanted to be with the Thessalonians because that was the best way for him to 
strengthen their faith. He speaks of being orphaned when he had to leave them. How 
do we view meeting together? How did we feel when we couldn’t meet in person as a 
church or small group? Now that we can meet in person are we making the most of the 
opportunities to encourage others in their faith?
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Bible Study Questions


Note for leaders - The aim of these questions is to help us appreciate Paul’s love and 
concern for the Thessalonians and then with God’s help to imitate him as we show a 
similar concern for the faith of others. 

Starter - When you think of heaven, what things do you look forward to?


1. How did Paul feel when he had to leave the Thessalonians? Why hadn’t Paul 
returned? (v17-18)


2. Why did Paul feel so strongly about the Thessalonians? What was he looking forward 
to about heaven? (v19-20)


3. Why did Paul send Timothy? What was his big concern? (3:1-5)


4. Consider Paul’s concern for the Thessalonians and the sacrifices he was willing to 
make for them. How is this a reflection of the gospel?


5. Paul was an Apostle and we are not but at the same time Paul tells the Corinthians to 
follow his example as he follows the example of Christ (1 Corinthians 11:1.) What will 
it mean for you to follow Paul’s example in this passage?


6. Who do you know who needs strengthening and encouraging in their faith right now? 
How can you do this? What sacrifices will you need to make?


As you finish studying the passage leave time to pray for;


• Your own sacrificial love and concern for the spiritual wellbeing of others. 

•  Those you know who are unsettled by trials. 

• Each other to persevere so that we may be together in the presence of the Lord Jesus.
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