
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #13

“The Last Laugh”

2 Thessalonians 1:1-12

As we continue our series of studies “Living in Light of the Lord’s Return,” we move from Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians to his second letter to this young church. You might be wondering, “Why did Paul write them a second letter? And why is it included in the New Testament?”

After all, ask almost any film critic—professional or amateur—and they’ll likely agree that few sequels are as good as the original. Why? Because all too often film studios rush sequels through production, as filmmakers want to ride the waves of success generated by the original. The result of this ‘rush job’ is usually obvious: lack of freshness, sloppy writing, pointless plotlines, bad acting, and shallow character development. We can probably all think of examples of sequels we would easily label as “rip-offs.”

So, why does the New Testament contain Paul’s Letter to the Thessalonians II? What prompted the trio of writers and directors—Paul, Silas, and Timothy—to produce another letter soon after the original? To get an idea of the motivation behind this second letter, let’s remind ourselves of how the church came about and what happened next.

According to Acts 17, at the end of their brief stay in Thessalonica, the apostle Paul, his ministry partner, Silas, and their understudy, Timothy, had been forced to leave the infant church in a state of uncertainty. After some time, Timothy was sent to check on the church in Thessalonica to see how they were faring under the pressures of the persecutions that had expelled their church-planting team. When Timothy returned with good news of their faith, love, and hope, Paul and Silas sent a letter—what is now called 1 Thessalonians—to exhort and encourage them to continue to live sanctified lives in the present in light of their splendid past and glorious future.

Yet within weeks of writing 1 Thessalonians with an upbeat, positive message, something happened. Somehow, unsettling theological tremors caused cracks and fissures to begin to form in the otherwise strong doctrinal and practical foundation of their newly built church.
 It seems that a letter arrived claiming to be from Paul, stating that the Day of the Lord was already present. Needless to say, the young Christians were confused and frightened by this prospect.
 When Paul, Silas, and Timothy got word of the troubles starting to nag the believers in Thessalonica, they took stylus to papyrus again to set things straight.
 

I would outline this brief letter this way:

· Strength in unpleasant times (1)

· Stability in unraveling times (2)

· Steadfastness in undisciplined times (3)

The letter begins in verses 1-2 in traditional style for that culture:

Paul, Silas, and Timothy, 

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

Grace and peace to you from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Second Thessalonians begins with a reminder that ministry is a team effort, not a one-man show. Certainly, Paul’s personal handwritten farewell remarks at the end of the letter indicate that he was the leader of the ministry team and the primary authority behind the letter. However, he didn’t hesitate to share the responsibility of the ministry with Silas and Timothy. He uses the first-person plurals “we,” “us,” and “our” throughout the body of the letter.

Paul’s Praise for Perseverance

Verses 3-4 also reflect a common trait of Paul’s letters; we read his praise for their perseverance:

We ought always to thank God for you, brothers, and rightly so, because your faith is growing more and more, and the love every one of you has for each other is increasing. Therefore, among God’s churches we boast about your perseverance and faith in all the persecutions and trials you are enduring. 

You may recall how, in the first letter, Paul remembered gratefully that their faith, love and hope were productive—their work produced by faith, labor prompted by love, and endurance inspired by hope, in 1 Thessalonians 1:3—now, however, he emphasizes rather that these qualities are progressive: your faith is growing more and more, like a tropical plant, and the love every one of you has for each other is increasing. Although Paul does not go on to mention “hope” specifically, he does refer to the perseverance or endurance which, in 1 Thessalonians 1:3, he had written was “inspired by hope.” Again, although he does not say that their perseverance is growing like their faith and love, he seems to imply it in verse 4 because he could boast about it among God’s churches, and it was flourishing even in all the persecutions and trials which they were enduring.

Another connection of this to the first letter is that Paul had prayed for these new Christians for their faith and love in 1 Thessalonians 3:10 and 12.
 Now in the beginning of the second letter is gives praise that these two qualities are growing in their lives.

No doubt the Thessalonian believers did not consider themselves to be very spiritual as they suffered, but Paul detected what God was doing among them. You and I are the worst ones to evaluate our own lives and see our own spiritual growth. Many times others can see the spiritual improvement when you and I miss it completely.
 That is why it is so important for us to encourage one another. We may inspire others to do things they never realized they were equipped to do. 

Unfortunately, this idea of spiritual growth is foreign to many people, not least in the areas of faith and love. We tend to speak of faith in static terms as something we either have or not. ‘I wish I had your faith’, we say, like “I wish I had your complexion”, as if it were a genetic endowment. Or we complain “I’ve lost my faith” like “I’ve lost my keys,” as if it were a physical object. But faith is a relationship of trust in God, and like all relationships is a living, dynamic, growing thing. It is similar with love. We assume rather helplessly that we either love somebody or we do not, and that we can do nothing about it. But love also, like faith, is a living relationship, whose growth we can take steps to nurture.
 Faith and love are both verbs—things we do more than things we have.

Paul’s Promise of Punishment

Paul moves on to what I am calling the promise of punishment in verses 5-10,

All this is evidence that God’s judgment is right, and as a result you will be counted worthy of the kingdom of God, for which you are suffering. God is just: He will pay back trouble to those who trouble you 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. He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power 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.
“All of this” connects what Paul had written to what he is now writing. The virtues for which Paul praised them prove that God’s appraisal of them is correct. Often when we encounter adversity we wonder, “What’s happening? What am I doing wrong?” But that is not what the New Testament teaches. On several occasions Jesus taught that suffering was the unavoidable path to glory, both for Himself and for his followers. Similarly, Paul insisted in Acts 14:22 that, “only through many tribulations that we can enter God’s kingdom,” and in Romans 8:17 that only if we share in Christ’s sufferings will we ever share in his glory. So suffering and glory, tribulation and the kingdom, belong inseparably to one another. Therefore, Paul concludes that since God was allowing the Thessalonians to suffer, they could know that he was preparing them for glory. Their suffering was itself evidence of the justice of God, because it was the first part of the equation which guaranteed that the second part—the glory—would follow.

When we focus on our present problems, we lose sight of the eternal glory they are preparing us for. As Christians, we must live for eternity and not just for the present. In fact, living “with eternity’s values in view” is what makes our Christian life meaningful today. We walk by faith, and not by sight.

But Paul does not stop there. In verses 6-7, Paul reveals two aspects of God’s righteous judgment. First, when the Lord Jesus is revealed, He will repay those who afflict. Second, when the Lord Jesus is revealed, He will relieve those who are afflicted. The same One who will repay the wicked as Judge will rescue the afflicted as Savior and King.
 “He will punish” does not mean arbitrary punishment, but something like “he will do justice upon” (neb).
 He assures them that God—not their persecutors—would ultimately have the last word.

You may notice that this sermon is entitled, “The Last Laugh.” That might seem a bit flippant, but it is actually scriptural. Consider Psalm 2:1-6,

Why do the nations conspire and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One. ‘Let us break their chains,’ they say, ‘and throw off their fetters.’ The One enthroned in heaven laughs; the Lord scoffs at them. Then he rebukes them in his anger and terrifies them in his wrath, saying, ‘I have installed my King on Zion, my holy hill.’ 

In Psalm 37:12-13 we read, “The wicked plot against the righteous and gnash their teeth at them; but the Lord laughs at the wicked, for he knows their day is coming.” Then in Psalm 59:8, “But you, O Lord, laugh at them; you scoff at all those nations.”

What’s the point? When it comes to those who persecute us, who give us a hard time because of our faith, leave them to the Lord. We need not concern ourselves with trying to get even, or wonder if they are going to get away with it forever. We know that the Lord will have the last laugh.

Paul’s Prayer for Purpose

Once again, we see a connecting phrase at the beginning of verse 11: “With this in mind…” In other words, “taking into consideration all I just said…” Let’s read verses 11-12,

With this in mind, we constantly pray for you, that our God may count you worthy of his calling, and that by his power he may fulfill every good purpose of yours and every act prompted by your faith. 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.
“With this in mind,” he writes, namely the future glorification of Christ in his people, “we constantly pray for you.” It is prayer which links the future to the present, the vision of what is to come with the reality of what is.

What did he pray for? On the surface, we might call this “Paul’s Prayer for Power,” since that is mentioned in verse 11, but I think the more accurate designation would be “Paul’s Prayer for Purpose,” since that is the overall sense. While the word “purpose” appears in verse 11, the content of God’s purpose is seen in verse 12: that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified according to God’s grace. 

The word “name” in Scripture stands for the person named, his character, conduct, reputation, and everything else about him. Christ’s reputation is impacted by how believers live their lives. When others see hypocrisy in the lives of those who claim to know Christ, “the name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles,” according to Romans 2:24. But when the children of light shine in righteousness before all, people will see their good works and glorify their Father in heaven, as Matthew 5:16 attests.

When by God’s power God’s people live a life worthy of His call, then Jesus Himself is seen and honored in them, and they through union with him are seen in their true humanness as the image of God. It is a breath-taking concept that even now, before the end, this double glorification can take place—though only according to God’s grace. As always, grace and glory go together. Glory is the end; grace is the means to it. There can be no glory without grace.
 This not only applies to these two verses; it is the theme of the whole Bible. As John Kitchen writes in his book, Long Story Short, “The goal of everything is the glory of God, and the means of everything is the grace of God.”
 Our purpose of life is to live for God’s glory by God’s grace. 

Life is not without painful experiences or difficult people. When we find ourselves in the crosshairs of others, remember that God—not wicked people—will get the last laugh. That’s Paul’s message to the Thessalonians…and to us. In light of this truth, Paul didn’t gloat about our future victory, bemoan the present circumstances, or try to tell God to hurry up! Instead, he prayed that God’s purpose might be manifested in their lives.
 Tough times need not defeat us; we can allow God to use the adversities in life to strengthen our faith and love, and to shape us into the image of Christ.
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