
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #15

“A Plea for Prayer”

2 Thessalonians 3:1-5

Preachers have favorite words or sayings. We had one pastor in Tallmadge who liked to say, “As far as I’m concerned in connection with it…” while another liked to use the term, “Beloved.” I doubt that they realize how much they used such words or phrases, and I’m not sure what my favorite word or saying is.

I’m pretty certain, though, that the favorite word for those who listen to preachers is, “Finally,” for when that word is uttered, they know the end of the sermon is near. I’ve even known of folks to start getting their coats or belongings together when that is said! 

I mention this because, in our text this evening, Paul begins chapter three with the word “Finally.” He is winding down this letter. (This is not to say, however, that this is the final sermon in this series. Gotcha!)

In this concluding section Paul gets in-your-face personal, offering a clarification regarding their practical response to the matters addressed in the first two sections.
 Up to this point Paul has been peering into the future. He has foreseen and foretold both the revelation of Christ on the last day and the rebellion of Antichrist that will precede it. He has also indicated that meanwhile, although the final outbreak of lawlessness is being restrained, yet “the secret power of lawlessness is already at work” in the world. In light of this, in which evil is both operative and held in check, what is the responsibility of Christian people? How should we behave, in view of the present tension between the “already” and the “not yet”?

In the first five verses of chapter three (our text for this evening), we see a plea for prayer from the pen of Paul. This is nothing new, as we saw in the first letter (5:25), and also in Romans 15:30; 2 Corinthians 1:11; Ephesians 6:19-20; Philippians 1:19; and Colossians 4:3-4.
 Paul is sure of God’s faithfulness and in this certainty he looks for his friends to pray for him. He goes on to show his confidence that God will do great things.

Pray for the Promotion of the Faith

First, Paul asks the that believers pray for the promotion of the faith in verse one, “Finally, brothers, pray for us that the message of the Lord may spread rapidly and be honored, just as it was with you.” Paul begins with a prayer request for himself and his fellow ministers: “Finally, brethren, pray for us.” With these few words, Paul admits his weakness, his dependence on God, and his need for other Christians.
 He was no Lone Ranger who didn’t need anybody else; he regularly expressed this request.

The verb pray is in an emphatic position, and it is in the present tense, which means, “Pray continually” (as in 1 Thessalonians 5:17). Some think that Paul had been told that the converts were praying for him and that he responds with emphasis, “Keep on praying (as you are doing).” Or he may mean, “Not only hold fast our teachings, but also pray for us.” But we should not read too much into a tense; Paul often asks people to pray for him and this may simply be a reflection of his deep sense of need; he depended on God and he thus needed constant prayer.

Even as pastors, we never arrive at the place in our Christian life and ministry where we no longer need people to pray for us, just as we never arrive at a degree of holiness where we can no longer be tempted. The greatest of all of the apostles asked that his coverts pray for him. Paul not only felt his need for prayer warriors to help pin down the enemy and soften hearts and open doors but also wanted to give his converts an opportunity to share thus in his ministry.

Besides the admission of need, Paul declares his clear objective: “that the word of the Lord will spread rapidly and be glorified.” The term translated “spread rapidly” literally means “to run.” The imagery echoes Psalm 147:15, “He sends his command to the earth; his word runs swiftly.” The Greek games may also be in mind, for Paul often uses illustrations from these athletic contests.
 Like an Olympic runner might rush along a track, Paul prays that the gospel of Jesus Christ would advance unhindered, resulting in glory to God.
 (See, even the apostle Paul was a sports fan!) 

“Spread rapidly” refers to what the Word does in itself, while “be glorified” is concerned rather with its effect on people.
 “Glorified” is the translation of a Greek word from which we get “doxology.” It means to being praise, honor, or glory to God. This emphasis on God’s Word and God’s glory is seriously lacking these days. As Warren Wiersbe writes, 

Too much Christian work these days is accomplished by human plans and promotion, and not by the Word of God. We trust our programs and do not publish the Word of God. The universe was created, and is sustained, by the Word of God. Surely His Word can accomplish His work in this world. But the preaching of the Word in the pulpit has too often been replaced by the entertainment of the world on the platform. Dr. Donald Coggan, Archbishop of Canterbury, has said of Christian pastors: “It is their task to feed the sheep—not to entertain the goats.”

We need more prayer for the promotion of the faith. Pray for your pastor—he really needs it! Pray for the services of the church where the Word of God is preached or taught—that it might be communicated clearly, that it might be received respectfully, and that it might be practiced publicly. Programs and promotions will come and go, but the Word of God will stand forever. Pray for the promotion of the faith.

Pray for the Protection of the Faithful

Second, Paul asks them to pray for the protection of the faithful in verses 2-3, “And pray that we may be delivered from wicked and evil men, for not everyone has faith. But the Lord is faithful, and he will strengthen and protect you from the evil one.” The Greek word for “delivered” is translated “rescue” in 1 Thessalonians 1:10.
 God does not exempt His people from the natural disasters and ills of life. He does not promise immunity from dislike, discrimination, and even death. What He does promise is that He will not allow Satan to go beyond a certain line that He Himself draws with an unerring hand.

Paul describes his opponents not only as “evil” but as “wicked,” atopoi in Greek, literally “out of place”, or “unreasonable” (kjv), “wrong-headed” (reb), “perverse”, and even “bigoted” (jbp, jb).
 There is an article with wicked and evil men, which points to a definite group (not adversaries of the gospel in general), as does the aorist tense in the verb. There can be no doubt that these people were the Jews who gave the apostle such trouble in Corinth, as had other Jews in Thessalonica previously.

While praying constantly for their converts, Paul and his colleagues felt the need of prayer for themselves and encouraged their converts to make the fellowship of prayer a reciprocal exercise. By praying for the missionaries, the converts were participating in the spread of the gospel. The missionaries were much more concerned that their gospel witness should not be impeded than they were for their own safety; they were expendable “earthen vessels” to which the treasure of the gospel was committed. But the enemies of the gospel tried to frustrate its progress by personal attacks on Paul and his associates. Praying for Paul’s preservation until his work was completed was the same as praying for the accomplishment of the work that was entrusted to him.

The reason why they are wicked and evil is that they reject the gospel. Paul writes that “not everyone has faith” or (because of the definite article) “the faith”. The latter is an objective body of belief, the former the act of believing it. But, Paul adds immediately, the Lord is faithful. In Greek, as in English, there is a deliberate play on the words faith and faithful. By this contrast Paul is expressing his conviction that the faithlessness of human beings cannot possibly overturn the faithfulness of God.

God shows His faithfulness by strengthening and protecting His people “from the evil one.” As in the Lord’s Prayer (“rescue us from the evil one”) so here, the reference is surely to the devil in person, and not to “evil” in general. The context requires this.
 As F. F. Bruce puts it, “the personal ‘evil one’ forms a more effective antithesis to the personal Kurios (or, ‘Lord’).”
 As long as we have work to do, God will protect us.

Pray for the Perseverance of the Followers

Thirdly (note I did not say, “Finally”), Paul asks them to pray for the perseverance of the followers in verses 4-5: “We have confidence in the Lord that you are doing and will continue to do the things we command. May the Lord direct your hearts into God's love and Christ's perseverance.” 
Notice how Paul begins verse 4; as much as he loved the Thessalonian believers, did not place his trust and confidence in them; he had confidence in the Lord.
 Yet there is a responsibility on the believers themselves: they are to “continue to do the things we command.” The word “command” that Paul uses means “a military order passed down from a superior officer.” He used this word in 1 Thessalonians 4:2; and he repeated it in 2 Thessalonians 3:4, 6, 10, 12. Christ is the Captain of our salvation; we are His soldiers. In a battle, it is not enough for only the officers to fight; every man must do his duty. This is also true in the work of the local church.

What if an army were run with the same lack of obedience, order, and discipline that we often see in the local church? It would never win a battle, let alone a war! If soldiers attended drill whenever they felt like it, they would never be equipped to face the enemy. If the recruits disobeyed their officers’ orders the way some church members disobey the Word of God, they would be court-martialed.
 Paul, though, had more hope for the Thessalonians than this.

He prays that God would work in them to direct their hearts into “the love of God.” By this phrase, “love of God,” does he mean our love for God or God’s love for us? Or does it mean the love that God pours into our hearts to enable us to love one another? The Greek phrase alone is unclear, which has led some to conclude that perhaps Paul meant for it to include all of these ideas.
 The writers pray that the risen Lord will lead their Thessalonian friends into a growing appreciation of God’s love for them (which will inevitably increase their love for him and for one another) and into a still greater participation in the steadfast endurance of Christ.

The Greek word translated “perseverance” (hypomone) means patient endurance, staying strong through grueling situations that would flatten anybody without God’s help. True perseverance that has God as its source levels out the mountain-to-valley emotional extremes that we would typically experience when left to ourselves. God’s Spirit teaches us to trust and obey, whether we feel like it or not, in the face of the most daunting obstacles. With the supernatural determination to endure for Christ, the cultivation of Spirit-empowered love for God, cooperation with God-given leadership, and divine protection from attacks, both shepherds and flocks will be held together even when the nastiest wolves try to tear them apart.

Perseverance is so necessary if we are living in light of the Lord’s return. Times are tough, and they are going to get tougher. So many Christians, though, go up like a rocket and come down like a rock. They’d be great if the Christian life was a 50-yard dash, but it’s more like a marathon. We need staying power. We need more stick-to-it-iveness. We need to not only start well; we need to end well.

What can we learn from this passage? Two things stand out.

Pastors and the people must both acknowledge their need. The shepherds and sheep stand on equal ground before God. Neither is beyond reproach. All have strengths and weaknesses, struggles and victories. Neither can do anything without the Lord’s strength. Remember, while Philippians 4:19 says, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me,” John 15:5 quotes Jesus as saying, “Without Me, you can do nothing.” When both pastors and congregations humble themselves and admit their need for God, He will lift them up in due time. As Peter writes in 1 Peter 5:6, “Humble yourself, therefore, under the mighty hand of God.” It takes humility to admit our need and to ask for prayer.

Pastors and the people must commit to praying for each other. Paul’s prayers for the Thessalonians and his request for their prayers for himself and his ministry team should catch our attention. How easy it should be for us to lift one another up in prayer, but how rare it is in too many churches! Yet as Paul re-gathered and bound together the Thessalonians who had been confused and perhaps fragmented by false teaching, he placed a strong emphasis on prayer. He knew—and we all need to learn—that intercessory prayer unifies the church and keeps the leaders humble and vulnerable. Would you commit—and recommit—to lifting up your leaders and fellow laborers in prayer?

Our church does a lot of things well. We spend a lot of time and effort in doing good things—preparing and preaching the Word, making our church home presentable to others, reaching out with the Gospel beyond our own walls. I believe that if we would spend as much time and effort in prayer as we did these other activities, we would find God blessing us even more, grounding us in His Word, protecting us from Satan and his followers, and speeding the Gospel to those who need it most.

Let us pray—not only to conclude our service, but as a way of life.
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