
 
 

 
 

At 1 Thessalonians 2:17, Pauls shifts from remembering his past ministry among the Thessalonians 

to his present concern for the young church. That topic extends through 3:13 and, combined with 

Acts 17:1-18:5, provides important insight into how Paul continued to care for the mission 

churches he planted. 

 

After leaving Philippi, Paul traveled through Amphipolis and Apollonia to Thessalonica 

(Acts 17:1). He ministered for at least three weeks in the synagogue there, apparently using 

Jason’s house as their base (Acts 17:2-9). Violent Jewish opposition forced Paul and Silas 

to flee from Thessalonica to Berea (Acts 17:10; cf. 1 Thess. 2:14-16), but Jews from 

Thessalonica followed them there as well (Acts 17:13). Paul then left the northern province 

of Macedonia and traveled south 200 miles to Athens in the province of Achaia, leaving 

Silas and Timothy in the north to continue the work there (Acts 17:14-15). While he was 

in Athens, Timothy apparently visited Paul, but out of his concern over the opposition the 

Thessalonians were facing, Paul sent Timothy back to support them (1 Thess. 3:1-3, 5). 

Paul subsequently moved on to Corinth, the capital of the southern province of Achaia 

where he initially worked and ministered bi-vocationally (Acts 18:1-4). Eventually, Silas 

and Timothy joined Paul in Athens with a positive report of the Thessalonians’ spiritual 

progress (Acts 18:5; 1 Thess. 3:6). In response to that report, Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians. 

Did Timothy make yet another trip north to carry the letter back to the church? 

 

It is impossible to miss Paul’s heartfelt concern for the Thessalonians as he writes 2:17-3:13. His 

concern reminds us that there is more involved in obeying the Great Commission than simply 

sharing the gospel with others and rejoicing when they respond in repentance and faith. Discipling 

the nations includes helping new believers continue in their faith and grow in their relationship 

with Jesus. This section of the letter reminds us that it takes work to help others grow in their faith 

and sets out four aspects of Paul’s personal care for the Thessalonians, even from a distance. 

 

 

 



Paul longed to spend time with them (1 Thess. 2:17-20). 

Paul had spent only a few weeks with the Thessalonians, yet he viewed himself as their father 

and them as his children (cf. 2:10-12). His relationship with them was so strong that he felt 

that being separated from them was “being orphaned” (aporphanizo). That separation had not 

been long, and he assured them that it was only physical; he was still with them in spirit (2:17). 

His strong desire was to see them again, and he made multiple plans to return, but Satan 

hindered his plans (2:18). Paul knew that continuing spiritual growth requires the personal 

touch. 

 

 

Paul sent Timothy to encourage them (3:1-5). 

Because he knew the personal touch was important in helping others grow spiritually, Paul 

decided to remain by himself in Athens (3:1). Instead, he sent Timothy back to them. He was 

concerned that the opposition they were facing might shake their faith (3:3, 5), but Timothy 

had been with Paul in Thessalonica and was the ideal person to strengthen and encourage them 

(3:2). The reality is, as Paul had told them many times while he was with them, that Jesus’ 

followers are destined to experience suffering (3:4). Paul knew that continuing spiritual growth 

requires encouragement that addresses specific circumstances. 

 

 

Paul rejoiced in their progress (3:6-10). 

When he returned from his visit to Thessalonica, Timothy brought encouraging news. Not only 

did the Thessalonians have fond memories of Paul and his ministry among them, but their faith 

and love also had grown, and they remained strong in their walk with the Lord despite the 

opposition they were facing (3:6-8). Timothy’s report, in turn, encouraged Paul greatly, gave 

him a reason to rejoice, and led him to pray all the more earnestly that he might be able to visit 

them again (3:9-10). Paul knew that continuing spiritual growth is a cause for rejoicing because 

it brings glory to God 

 

 

Paul prayed that they would make even more progress (3:11-13). 

It was not enough simply to rejoice in the progress the Thessalonians had made in their walk 

with the Lord, Paul knew that they needed to make even more progress. To that end, he prayed 

not only that he might be able to visit them again (3:11), but also that they would grow in their 

love for one another (3:12) and would grow in their holiness before God (3:13). Paul knew that 

spiritual growth is never over; it is a continuing process. He also knew that prayer is an 

important part of that process. 

 

 

Paul understood that his responsibility for new believers in the churches he planted extended well 

beyond his initial evangelistic ministry among them. It is not enough simply to lead individuals to 

a personal relationship with Jesus; they need to grow in that relationship. If they are to grow, they 

cannot do it on their own; they need personal care from someone who is further along in the 

Christian life. Even if the person who led them to Christ is not able to be with them, they need 

encouragement that addresses their specific circumstances, and they need to be challenged to make 

even more progress. Paul’s point is . . . 

 

Continuing spiritual growth requires consistent personal care. 



Getting Personal 

 

Take some time to read through 1 Thessalonians 2:17-3:13. Then, reflect on how you would 

answer the following questions. 

 

1. Is there another believer to whom you feel particularly close and in whose spiritual growth 

you could take a special interest (2:17-20)? 

 

2. Do you know another believer who is facing particularly difficult circumstances? How 

might you be able to encourage him or her, even from a distance (3:1-5)? 

 

3. Is there another believer whose spiritual growth gives you special cause for joy and 

thanksgiving (3:6-10)? 

 

4. Are there other believers for whose continuing spiritual growth you should be praying, 

particularly as it relates to the growth in holiness (3:11-13)? 

 

 

 


