
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #5

“The Personal Side of Pastoring”

1 Thessalonians 2:17-3:13

No one in the church is more in the spotlight than the pastor. In many ways he is the face of the local church. Often the church is known in the community as “Pastor So-and-So’s church.” Yet the pastor is also, in many ways, the least known person in the church family. Because of the nature of the occupation, the pastor usually does not open up very much to others.  

In his first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul opens up the personal side of pastoring to his young church. Earlier in the second chapter he compared his ministry to both motherhood and fatherhood, and often he likened his converts to Christ as “children in the faith.” In the last portion of chapter two and through chapter three, he continues this theme as he shares the intense feelings he had for the church family.

This whole section, 1 Thessalonians 2:17-3:13, describes the way we are called to love one another in the life of the church and to demonstrate the love of Christ to a lost and dying world. God has designed the church, his covenant people, to demonstrate Jesus Christ through mutual sharing and mutual giving with one another. This mutual giving and receiving is a life based on the gospel.

Paul’s Immense Despair

We read of Paul’s immense despair in 1 Thessalonians 2:17-20,

But, brothers, when we were torn away from you for a short time (in person, not in thought), out of our intense longing we made every effort to see you. For we wanted to come to you—certainly I, Paul, did, again and again—but Satan stopped us. For what is our hope, our joy, or the crown in which we will glory in the presence of our Lord Jesus when he comes? Is it not you? Indeed, you are our glory and joy.
Paul uses a strong term translated “torn away from you.” The Greek verb is aporphanizomai, used only here in the New Testament. Since orphanos normally means an orphan, namely a parentless child, some commentators take this as a further example of Paul’s love of mixing metaphors. Having called himself their father, mother, and brother, he now also pictures himself as their orphaned child.
 Unlike the modern term, the word “orphan” could refer to the child who had lost his or her parents or the parents who were bereft of their child, with the pain of this loss at the forefront.
 Paul wanted to remain there longer to help ground them in the faith, but the enemy drove him out.

Not only did Paul organize a church in Thessalonica, he fell in love with the members of that church. They were his true brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus. When you really love someone you are concerned about his well-being; you desire the very best for him. When you are separated from him, you can’t stand it until you learn all there is to know about his circumstances and how he is faring.
 The emphasis is on an unnatural separation, both forcible and painful.
 The separation was really rather short and, what is more, it was in person, not in thought (literally, “in face, not in heart”). Although they were absent physically, they carried the church in their hearts or thoughts.

Paul wanted his beloved Thessalonians to know how greatly he missed them and longed to be back with them. He assured his converts that he wanted to be back with them in person “with great desire.” The word is epithumia, meaning, “a craving.” It is the word that the Lord Jesus used when He told His disciples in Luke 22:15, “I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer.” It is the word that Paul uses in Philippians 1:23-24 when he is in prison at Rome to describe his heartache for heaven: “I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.”

Paul and Silas wanted to return to Thessalonica following their expulsion. Apparently, Paul even attempted to do so on more than one occasion. But Satan opposed them. We don’t know the exact nature of the obstruction. Perhaps Satan had activated more political opposition, stirring both Jewish synagogue leaders and local magistrates against them. Maybe Paul’s own “thorn in the flesh” was preventing him from traveling far. We don’t know for sure. Yet even though he had been hindered from showing his face in Thessalonica, this didn’t stop Paul from turning to other means of maintaining contact. He had sent Timothy in person to represent him. Then he sent this letter.

Paul expressed his great love for the believers. It was because of this love that he could not abandon them when they needed spiritual help. Paul was not only an evangelist; he was also a pastor. He knew that soul-winning was but one part of the commission God gave him. These new believers must also be taught and established in the faith. Before a child can walk, he must learn to stand. Usually the father and mother teach the child to stand and then to walk. Paul was “spiritual parent” to these believers, but he had been forced to leave Thessalonica. How, then, could he help these young Christians learn to stand in the trials of life?

In the last two verses of the chapter, he returns to his favorite theme in this letter—the second coming of Christ. It is seen as a stimulating truth. It raises thoughts of the judgment seat of Christ; and that, surely, should stimulate all believers to holy living and godly zeal.

Paul’s Intense Desire

Moving into chapter three, we read of Paul’s intense desire in verses 1-5,

So when we could stand it no longer, we thought it best to be left by ourselves in Athens. We sent Timothy, who is our brother and God’s fellow worker in spreading the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you in your faith, so that no one would be unsettled by these trials. You know quite well that we were destined for them. In fact, when we were with you, we kept telling you that we would be persecuted. And it turned out that way, as you well know. For this reason, when I could stand it no longer, I sent to find out about your faith. I was afraid that in some way the tempter might have tempted you and our efforts might have been useless.
The chapter division here is unfortunate. The word “So” links what follows to what has preceded.

Paul says, “when we could stand it no longer…” There is a hint of desperation in his voice, also repeated in verse five, “when I could stand it no longer.” This is not a passing thought; this is a passionate plea. This is another aspect to the personal side of pastoring. There is no time clock, physically or emotionally, where we can punch out and leave the job until the next shift. The true pastor is always on call and always has the well being of his flock on his mind.

So Paul decides to send Timothy back to Thessalonica. Timothy was the ideal man to send to the church to help them stand firm. Timothy and Titus were Paul’s “special agents” whom he used as troubleshooters whenever the churches had problems. Paul sent Timothy to Corinth to help straighten out the problems there, and had also planned to send Timothy to help the saints in Philippi.

But it came with a price. He uses a strong Greek term, kataleipō, to describe his being left in Athens; it can be used of abandoning and often of dying. It expresses a sense of desolation, reinforced by the emphatic “alone.” It was with a very real sense of deprivation that Paul had said goodbye to Timothy. Though he knew that his helper’s departure had been necessary, he had felt himself abandoned. He had had to face the cultured philosophers and idolaters of Athens—and to face them alone.

What choice would you make? No one would have given another thought to the situation if Paul had decided not to send Timothy. Paul could have decided to wait for an opportunity when he could go. He could have chosen what was best for himself in that particular situation. But that is not the way Paul lived. That is not the way Paul did ministry. Paul consistently chose what was best for others without regard for himself. Paul chose to give up a great source of joy and hope and consolation in order to provide it to the Thessalonians. This shows the depth of Paul’s sacrifice.

What was the center of Paul’s intense desire? He was worried that their sufferings might lead them astray from Christ. Perhaps the best way to protect people from being upset by tribulation is to remind them that it is a necessary part of our Christian life. This Paul proceeded to do: “You know quite well that we were destined for them. In fact, when we were with you, we kept telling you that we would be persecuted. And it turned out that way, as you well know.” It is interesting to learn that a regular topic of Paul’s instruction to converts was the inevitability of suffering. But Jesus had plainly taught it. So Paul taught it too.

We need to realize that the trials and testings that come to our lives as Christians are not accidents—they are appointments. We must expect to “suffer for His sake” (Php. 1:29). Persecution is not foreign to the believer (1 Peter 4:12ff), but a normal part of the Christian life. Paul had repeatedly told them this while he was with them. We must warn new believers that the way is not easy as they seek to live for Christ; otherwise, when trials come, these babes in Christ will be discouraged and defeated.

Paul’s Incredible Delight

Timothy’s mission was a success, however, and when he reported back we read of Paul’s incredible delight in verses 6-10,

But Timothy has just now come to us from you and has brought good news about your faith and love. He has told us that you always have pleasant memories of us and that you long to see us, just as we also long to see you. Therefore, brothers, in all our distress and persecution we were encouraged about you because of your faith. For now we really live, since you are standing firm in the Lord. How can we thank God enough for you in return for all the joy we have in the presence of our God because of you? Night and day we pray most earnestly that we may see you again and supply what is lacking in your faith. 

Timothy “brought good news,” where the verb (euangelizomai) is that generally used for “preach the gospel”; it shows how Paul had been affected by Timothy’s news. This seems to be the only place in the New Testament where the word is used of any other news than God’s saving work.

Timothy reported that the new believers were standing firm in spite of persecution. They did not believe the lies that the enemy had told about Paul, but they still held him in the highest esteem in love. Paul’s response was to write them this letter. Paul wrote some letters that are not a part of the New Testament, but the two letters to the Thessalonican church are a part of God’s inspired Word.

Paul was delighted by Timothy’s report. He writes, “We were encouraged about you because of your faith.” Why should the Thessalonians’ faith encourage Paul? Because their life was bound up in their flock. Paul writes, “For now we really live.” The Jerusalem Bible renders this, “Now we can breathe again.” Another source puts it, “Now we have been given a new lease of life.” Why? “Since you are standing firm in the Lord.”

This is the positive aspect of the personal side of pastoring. Yes, there are aches and pains, concerns and struggles. But when you see your people growing in their faith, when you see them put into practice the truth you have been teaching, the delight is extraordinary! As the apostle John writes in 3 John 4, “I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth.” I can vouch for that!

If you want to make your pastor’s day, continue to grow in your Christian faith! Walk in the truth, which is a picturesque way of saying, take the truth of God’s Word and put it into practice. This is greater than any token of appreciation a congregation can give.

Paul concludes the chapter in verses 11-13 with a prayer for his church family:

Now may our God and Father himself and our Lord Jesus clear the way for us to come to you. May the Lord make your love increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else, just as ours does for you. May he strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all his holy ones.
Paul’s prayer teaches us how to pray not only for new believers, but for all believers. We should pray that their faith will mature, their love grow, and their character and conduct be holy and blameless before God.
 As he does in every chapter of this book, Paul brings the reader’s attention back to the return of Jesus. The second coming of Christ is the foremost motivation for the Christian. Our Savior is returning for us, and we ought to be living in light of the Lord’s return.

Throughout this passage, Paul gives a moving illustration of the personal side of pastoring. He lays bare his heart of love for them. He had left them only with the greatest reluctance, and had in fact been torn away from them against his will. He had then tried hard to visit them, but all his attempts had been thwarted. Waiting for news of them, he had found the suspense unbearable and so, though at great personal cost, he had sent Timothy to encourage them and find out how they were. When Timothy came back with good news, he was over the moon with joy and thanksgiving. And all the time he had been pouring out his heart for them in prayer. The fact is that his life was inextricably bound up with theirs.

Ministry is not a job. It is a life. It is all consuming. It can be excruciating, but it can be exhilarating as well. Just as parents with a child, there is no greater heartache than when your loved ones hurt. And there is no greater joy than when your loved ones grow and succeed in becoming like Jesus.
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