months later in 2 Thessalonians 1:3, he expresses his thankfulness “...because your
faith is growing more and more..."”

Exercise: Each member of your group could write a prayer for each other member with
a specific aspect of maturity of faith in mind for each.

For lovetoincrease. It's easy when we go through trials to become focused just on
ourselves, so Paul praysin verse 12: “May the Lord make your love increase and
overflow for each other and for everyone else, just as ours does for you.” Loveisthe
mark of a healthy church, and the way to loveisto know the love of God. Paul’s
concernisthat their love for each other would be so evident that it would splash over
to others as well. Notice that this love was not only to be directed to believers, but to
“everyone else,” meaning that we must love lost people as well. Thisrequest is also
answered in 2 Thessalonians 1:3: “...and the love every one of you has for each other
isincreasing.”

Q. What evidence is there that your love for others has grown over the last year?

For livesto be holy. Pray that faith would mature, that love would increase, and that
hope would lead to holiness. Here we see Paul’ s favorite trinity of responses again —
faith, love and hope. Look at verse 13: “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.”

We can pray that believers would live sanctified lives, that they would be blameless,
even when persecution becomes pervasive. The hope and assurance of the second
coming of Christ should have a purifying affect on our lives. Since Hisreturnis certain
but its timing unable to be ascertained, we are urged to be ready!

Specific Prayer for Persecuted Christians

Exercise: Take some time right now and focus on believers who are being persecuted
for their faith in other lands. Turn down the lights and draw the curtainsin
order to get afeel for what it must be like for Christians who have to meet in
secret. Hebrews 13:3 encourages us to “Remember those in prison asif you
were their fellow prisoners, and those who are mistreated, asif you
yourselves were suffering.”

Exercise: Look up websites that give specific prayer points for persecuted Chrisians,
such as www.persecutedchurch.org
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When the Apostle Paul wrote to the church at Thessalonicain the 1% Century AD the
people were facing tough opposition to their faith in Jesus Christ; they were
experiencing heated opposition to their new found beliefs and lifestyle.
We know, for example that some Jewish leadersin Europe had banded together to make
a concerted attack on those who converted to Christianity. Y ou can read of such an

incident in the book of Acts chapter 17:1-9.

Paul writes, in 1 Thessalonians 3:
1 + 8 9 mn
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The word “trials’ or “afflictions’ in verse 3 isliterally to be “under pressure’.
SHARE stories in your group of times being under pressure do to your faith

Whether we are under pressure physically or more subtly because of our allegiance to
Christ, Paul gives 6 truths about trials and hanging in there. ...

of the night. He putsit thisway in 5:17: “Pray continually.” He didn’t just sit down oncein
a while and pray, “Bless my friends over there in Thessalonica.” Corrie Ten Boom, who
was held in a concentration camp, once wrote about prayer: “When a Christian shuns
fellowship with other Christians, the devil smiles. When he stops
reading the Bible, the devil laughs. When he stops praying, the
devil shoutsfor joy”.

Q. What are some practical suggestions of how this example of
prayer can be followed in our church life today?

Pray earnestly. Paul uses avery unusual expression when he writesinverse 10 “...we
pray most earnestly.” It has the idea of going above and beyond all normal measures. It can
be trangdlated, “super abundantly.” Prayer that is earnest is commended as being effective
(James 5:15-16; Psalm 63; Acts 12:5). God saysin Jeremiah 29:13, “Y ou will seek me and
find me when you seek me with all your heart”.

Q. What kind of spiritual actions can assist in forming a pure and earnest motive for
prayer? (see Ps. 51 for example€)

Pray specifically. One of Paul’s requests, which hadn’t yet been answered, was very clear
inverse 10 and in verse 11: “...that we may seen you again...now may our God and Father
Himself and our Lord Jesus clear the way for usto come to you.” Paul had been blocked
from coming but that didn’'t prevent him from praying. He knew that God could clear the
way and He prayed that He would do it. Don’t be afraid to be specific in your prayers.
Prayers can be bold enough to ask God what it is you'd like Him to do. Some of our
prayers are not answered because we are not precise enough in our requests (see James
4:2) .

Exercise: Do a search through the book of Acts and identify examples of prayersto God
with specific requests. What's a common theme to the requests? How might this direct our
priorities in the specifics we request? What does it mean to receive answersto prayer that
are “according to God' s will”?

What To Pray for Others

For faith to mature. The reason Paul wanted to visit these new believers was because he
wanted their faith to increase. Look at the last part of verse 10: “...and supply what is
lacking in your faith.” Theidea of “supplying what was lacking” was used for mending
torn nets and setting broken bones. He used the same word in Galatians 6:1 for restoring
sinning saints and in Ephesians 4:12 for equipping believers for the work of ministry. Paul
was committed to do all he could do to help Christians become more committed. God
evidently answered this request, because when Paul wrote his next |etter to them several



PRACTISING FAITH UNDER FIRE TODAY

In most Western cities the persecution and trials for trusting in Christ are a poor comparison
to the horrible trials often suffered in many other contexts. Such persecutions for middle
class Westerners are, however, subtle and not to be dismissed. The suffering that comesasa
direct result of alegiance to Christ can often be that which arises from:
- Making ethical decisionsthat cost us pleasure or comforts

Taking on the dirty jobs that no-one else will do

Being excluded from positions of advantage or promotion because of the prejudice

or fear of others, or even

Being mocked for our beliefs

=
N
©

GOING FURTHER...
How To Pray

From 1 Thessalonians chapter 3 Paul gives us a great example of the prayer-life the church
should adopt. Here are some clues from the text to discussin your group:

1. Pray frequently. Look at the first part of verse 10: “Night and day we pray...”
Effective prayer takes place in the morning, afternoon, evening, and even in the middle

SIX CLUESTO HANGING IN THERE-1 THESSALONIANS 3
1. Our trialsare unsettling (1-3a).

Paul wasin Athens (a city that made him sick with worry because of itsidolatry). Such
was his love for the church at Thessalonica, he felt literally “orphaned” by being
separated from them. Paul desperately wanted to go back and visit this young church
but he believed that Satan had blocked him. Even here in chapter 3, he saysthat it was
“best to be left by ourselves,” which isavery strong phrase. It literally means, “to be
forsaken,” or “to be left behind.” Not able to come to them, he did the next best thing:
he sent his protégé Timothy to them. Why did he do this?

Note that he saysin verse 3 that he did not want them to be “unsettled”. The Greek
word here meansto “ wag thetail.” It has the idea of being so shaken by circumstances
that you waver back and forth. Many of you know from experience what that feelslike.
Some of you are going through some unrelenting pressure right now that keeps you
awake at night and makes you feel wiped out during the day.

The thing that may be missing from your trialsis a person like Timothy; a person of
faith to strengthen and encourage you.

D. Bonhoeffer once wrote: “It is atrue sign of the church when true Christians love
one another. The church isto be aloving church in adying culture.”

Q. Canyou name people who are “Timothy’s” when the going gets tough for you?
Q. Areyou unsettled? Isit particularly because your association with Jesus Christ has
marginalized you or held you back in worldly terms? | s there an even greater sense of

pressure?

Paul’s actions in sending Timothy are hisfirst clue to us- Are you under pressure:
Seek Christian fellowship. Seek out Christian fellowship.

2. Our trialsareappointed by God (3b).

The phrase “we were destined” comes from a verb that means “to put or to place,”
which isavery strong way of saying “your hard times were placed here by God.” Even
Paul recognized that God allowed Satan to block his own mission path. He wasn’t
happy about it, but he took up a new course of action without losing faith. From a
biblical perspective, persecution doesn’t happen without God having an ultimate
purpose, because suffering comes with the territory of being identified with Christ.

A clue here isthe attitude that says, “My particular trial doesn’t matter as much as
how | respondtoit.”



Someone has said, “ God will take care of what you go through; you take care of how you
go through it.” God seems to appoint tough times for his pur poses (often unknown to us),
for our good and for Hisglory.

Someone has said, “ Everything that comes to you has already passed through the hands of
God and God can provide what's needed.” So Paul’s second clue then, hard asit isto take
on, isLook beyond the per secution to see God’ s good purpose

3. Thirdly, Paul points out that Christians should expect difficulty (4).

Some people may regard this as a negative. But quite frankly, it’s better to expect to be
stretched than to think that life will always be a bed of roses. Equally, the Christian life
offers no quick fix to pressure in the long view. God does gracioudly grant relief, healing,
strength, grace and comfort along the way, but the mission of the church, if we truly
engage with it will bring pain to its members.

Jesus told his followers as much in Matthew 24:9: “Then you will be handed over to be
persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me.” He even
referred to the persecuted as “ blessed” in Matthew 5.

In 1 Peter 4:12 we read: “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are
suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.”

In another of Paul’ s letters he made it plain: “In fact, everyone who wantsto live agodly
lifein Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim 3:12 NIV)

Notice in our passage of Scripture Paul says that he “kept,” telling them this truth. This
verb isin the continuous tense. He had to keep telling them because he wanted them to be
prepared for persecution asit was inevitable.

Acts 14:22 putsit succinctly: “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom
of God.”

3" cluethen, is obvious, but seldom acknowledged: We will face trials.
4. Fourthly, Paul says, Tough times can tempt usto give up (5).

“Tempter” is another name for the hiblical adversary of God, Satan. Paul expects spiritual
influences to “tempt” usto bail on God. Christians down the ages have been tempted in
the face of trialsin at least three ways:

i. Todoubt God’sgoodness. The tempter whispersin our ear that God has
forgotten us, that He doesn’t care, and that He isn’t good.

ii. Toretaliate against otherswith anger and resentment. Thisissuch a
classically ungodly option, yet so tempting and so commonly employed in our
world. We seem especially tempted to use these tactics when our hard times
involve problems with friends and family members.

iii. Togivein todespair and discouragement. Maybe you're sick and you feel

asif you'll never get better again. Perhaps you fedl rejected and alone. Maybe
you'velost ajob and feel that you're not qualified to do anything. Despair can
overtake us.

Paul was so worried that these new Christians would crumble that he sent Timothy to find
out if they were still standing strong. Trials can cause causalities even for the most
courageous of Chrigtians. Cluefiveisdon’t betempted to givein.

5. Verse 6 gives us our 5" clue to hanging in there. Paul tells them, they can over come our
trialsby faith (6).

Here and in verse 7 Paul plainly says that we can overcome our trials by faith. What kind
of faith does he havein mind? I’ ve done a quick survey of some of Paul’s other teachings
to make a few suggestions of what he might mean:

Faith in God' s Character—that He is good and makes no mistakes

Faith in God’'s Word—that it istrue no matter what happens to us

Faith in God’ s Purpose—that He is conforming us to the image of Jesus Christ
Faith in God’s Promise—that He will never give us more than
we can bear
Faith in God' s Presence—that He is with usin the darkest
moments of life
Faith in God’ s Power—that He can deliver us from every
temptation
There is one other kind of faith that will help usin hard times.
That is the shared faith of God’s people. But God never meant
for you to walk through the lonely valley by yourself.

Hebrews 10:24: “Let us consider how we may spur one
another on toward love and good deeds.”

6. Finaly, in this passage, Paul gives us a clue to the possible
outcome of your faith under fire. He says, Otherswill be

encour aged aswe stand firm (7-9).

Here isthe final truth about trials: Someone is watching you right now. Even though you
probably don't realize it, others are scrutinizing how you go through your trial and they are
drawing conclusions about you and your faith.

It was A.W. Tozer who said, “ Seldom does God use a person greatly who has not been hurt
deeply.”

Paul himself drew strength from the courage of these new believers. Although he had
wanted to minister to them, by standing firm in hard times they were ministering to him.
Paul is saying, “1 can face my trials because | see how well you are facing yours.” In verse
9, he thanked God for al the joy that the Thessalonians gave to him.



