
 

COMMENTARY 

Title: Vision—Disciple the Believer 

Text: 1 Thessalonians 2:1-20 

Topic: Discipleship  

  

Context of the book / letter / Gospel: 

The book was written to provide the believers in Thessalonica clarification regarding the second coming of Christ.[i] 

 The second chapter focuses on Paul’s ministry among the Thessalonians and encourages them in their Christian 

walk. 

Main Idea of The Text: 

  

False teachers had evidently crept in and caused the Thessalonians to question Paul’s authority.  He spends the 

second chapter reestablishing his credibility among the Thessalonians. His credentials are those that should be true of 

any minister of the Gospel, and especially one who directly serves in a pastoral role. 	

Exegetical Outline of The Text:[viii] 

  

Paul’s Ministry to the Thessalonians 

  

I.               Purpose of Ministry – Spread of the Gospel  -- vv. 1-2. 

  

II.             Philosophy of Ministry – Servant for the Gospel – vv. 3-12. 

  

a.     Serve the People with No Agenda – v. 3. 

b.     Serve the People with No Accolades – vv. 5-6. 

c.     Serve the People with the Affection of a Mother - v. 7. 

d.     Serve the People Despite Adversity. – v. 8. 



e.     Serve the People without Additional Income – v. 9. 

f.      Serve the People with the Admonition of a Father – vv. 10-12. [ii] 

  

III.           Progress of the Ministry – Success of the Gospel – vv. 13-20. 

  

a.     The Church Received the Word of God. – v. 13. 

b.     The Church Resembled Paul’s Ministry. – vv. 14-16. 

c.     The Church’s Success Gave Paul Joy – vv. 17-20.[iii] 

   

Verse by verse commentary 

  

For you yourselves know, brothers and sisters, that our visit with you was not without result. On 

the contrary, after we had previously suffered and were treated outrageously in Philippi, as you 

know, we were emboldened by our God to speak the gospel of God to you in spite of great 

opposition – vv. 1-2. 

  

The Greek word,  kenos  translates to “without result” in the CSB, meaning “empty, in vain.[v] Paul was assuring the 

Thessalonians that his ministry among them was not without fruit. He had truly seen the Lord work among them, and 

all of his hard work did not go to waste. He had seen the results of his work lived out in their lives. 

  

The Greek word is hubrizo and is translated “treated outrageously” in the CSB, and means  “subjected to public 

humiliation.” [vi] Not only did Paul experience great physical suffering, but he was also subjected to public 

humiliation. 

  

This is likely a reference to false arrest or imprisonment which h occurred in Philippi (cf. Acts 16).[vii] Paul is saying 

that even though these things took place, he continued on to Thessalonica, where again, he experienced persecution 

because he desired to see people come to know Christ, no matter the cost.[viii] He was committed to the spread of the 

Gospel. 

  

  

For our exhortation didn’t come from error or impurity or an intent to deceive. – v. 3. 

  

Paul was committed to live a life above reproach before his hearers and be an example to them of how they were to 

live for Christ. He spoke truth and did not attempt to trick anyone into believing salvation or anything else he taught 

them.  



The Greek word, paraklesis  is translated “exhortation” in the CSB. It is rooted in the verb, parakaleo – to ask, 

summons, exhort, comfort, encourage.[ix] Paul assured the Thessalonians that nothing he was preaching was in 

error. He was assuring them that anything he was asking them to do was a word from the Lord, and in no way did he 

teach false doctrine. His accusers were evidently accusing him of heresy.[x] 

  

The Greek word – akatharsias – translates “impurity” in the CSB. Also refers to social uncleanness, commonly 

referring to the pervasive sexual perversion of the culture in Paul’s day. Evidently, the false teachers were accusing 

Paul of something similar to this, and he was vindicating his ministry here, assuring the Thessalonians . Paul and his 

companions were living pure lives, and they wanted the church to be assured that none of their motives or actions 

were impure.[xi] 

  

The Greek word – dolos – fishhook, trap, trick – translates to “intent to deceive” in the CSB. Paul taught the people 

without the use of deception or any kind of sorcery or magic. In his ministry, he taught the truth and lived his life 

above reproach.[xii] 

  

  

Instead, just as we have been approved by God to be entrusted with the gospel, so we speak, not to 

please people, but rather God, who examines our hearts. – v. 4. 

  

God had approved Paul’s ministry. It didn’t matter what other people thought of Paul.  All that mattered was that he 

was doing what God told him to do. The Greek word – dedokimasmetha – translates to “have been approved” in 

the CSB. Through the Spirit, God had tested Paul, and found his ministry to be pleasing to Him.[xiii]  This includes 

not just his ministry to Thessalonica, but his entire missionary career, which included preaching, teaching and writing 

Scripture through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.[xiv] 

  

  

For we never used flattering speech, as you know, or had greedy motives—God is our witness— and 

we didn’t seek glory from people, either from you or from others. – vv. 5-6. 

  

The Greek phrase – logo kalakeias – translates to “flattering speech” in the CSB.[xv] Paul did all he could to make 

sure that his words were the very words of God, and using flattering speech did not display the character of God, but 

rather it pushed an agenda bent on impressing others and pleasing men, rather than pleasing God.[xvi] 

  



False teachers often used flattery to draw people into their teaching. The truth is, Paul probably stepped on toes 

rather than say wonderful, flowery words to impress his audience and woo them to his side. Paul was all about 

speaking the plain truth, no matter how hard it was to swallow.[xvii] 

  

The Greek word – prophasei pleonexias – translates to “greedy motives” in the CSB. False teachers often used 

their teaching as a means of gaining money. Paul was not out to make money; he was doing his ministry to proclaim 

truth. The KJV wording,  “cloak of coveteousness,” alludes to a sinister motive which Paul quickly declares to be false 

pretense to the Thessalonians. False teachers were often looking for money or even sexual favors, using their hearers 

for personal gain.[xviii] 

  

Paul and his co-workers taught the people with the simple truth of God’s word. They did not try to impress the people 

so they would give them money.  They did not look for attention from others, but sought only to glorify God with their 

lives. Paul was accountable to God for his actions, and desired they bring glory to Him alone.[xix] 

  

The Greek word zetountes translates to “we didn’t seek glory” in the CSB. Paul never looked for the glory of others. 

He only sought the glory of God. The Lord was the one who gave him the ministry. It was not an employment from a 

human standpoint.  He was doing a mission from God, and only His commendation mattered to him. 

  

  

Although we could have been a burden as Christ’s apostles, instead we were gentle among you, as a 

nurse nurtures her own children. – v. 7. 

  

Paul is saying that he could have walked into Thessalonica and demanded obedience and strict adherence to his 

teaching, but he practiced gentleness, and like a mother caring for her children, provided the church with great love 

and personal care. 

  

  

 We cared so much for you that we were pleased to share with you not only the gospel of God but 

also our own lives, because you had become dear to us. – v. 8. 

  

The Greek word homeiromai translates into the phrase  “cared so much for you.” MacArthur explains this word in 

this way: 

  

The Greek word translated fond affection [NAS] means to long for someone passionately and earnestly, and being 

linked to a mother’s love, is intended here to express an affection so deep and compelling as to be unsurpassed. 



Ancient inscriptions on the tombs of dead babies sometimes contained this term when parents wanted to describe 

their sad longing for a too-soon departed child.[xx] 

  

The opportunity to serve the Thessalonian church was done out of love, not obligation. They shared the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ as something they were given that they wanted to give to others. In addition to giving the Good News, 

Paul, Silas and Timothy gave their very lives.  They sacrificed time and energy to see the Thessalonians develop into 

committed followers of Christ. MacArthur reminds us that as the mother gives of her time and her life to care for and 

nourish her children, so is true of Paul and his companions as referenced in v. 7.  Like a mother’s children are dear to 

her, the Thessalonians had become dear to Paul, and he would do everything possible to make sure they were 

spiritually nourished and cared for by his ministry.  This example should be the same for those in ministry today. [xxi] 

  

  

For you remember our labor and hardship, brothers and sisters. Working night and day so that we 

would not burden any of you, we preached God’s gospel to you. – v. 9. 

  

Paul had established his tent making business in Thessalonica so the church didn’t have to worry about supporting 

him while he was there. He wanted them to be able to give to the church in Jerusalem and the other places that had 

need, because he knew the people there already did not have much monetarily anyway. Poverty was a common 

problem for Christians in that society.[xxii] 

   

  

You are witnesses, and so is God, of how devoutly, righteously, and blamelessly we conducted 

ourselves with you believers. As you know, like a father with his own children, we encouraged, 

comforted, and implored each one of you to live worthy of God, who calls you into his own kingdom 

and glory. – vv. 10-12. 

  

Paul, Silas and Timothy lived their lives above reproach before the Thessalonians. They expected the Thessalonians to 

follow their example as a father expects the same from his children.  With this expectation, came the responsibility to 

teach, encourage and model before the church how they would live for the Lord. 

  

The Greek word, parakaleo, is translated “encouraged” in the CSB.  Often translated in older translation with a 

stronger word, exhort, it connotes “coming alongside” of children to train them what is right.  This is a word used to 

describe the Holy Spirit as the “paraclete,” one who is “called alongside” to help us. As the Spirit guides us into truth 

and directs us, so the Apostle Paul desired to walk alongside the Thessalonians and help them know what was right.

[xxiii]  



The Greek word,  paramutheomai, is translated “comforted” in the CSB.  Recognizing human failure is inevitable 

because of our sin, Paul reminded the Thessalonians that he helped pick them up when they fell down. It speaks of the 

role of the father to comfort, console and encourage their disappointed child. The love of a physical father should 

characterize the spiritual father as well.[xxiv] 

  

The Greek word, marturomenoi, is translated “imploring” in the CSB. While often translated witnessing or 

testifying, this word speaks of the admonition (warning) that a child would receive from his father if he disobeys what 

he is told to do.  While doing all he could to encourage and love the people of Thessalonica, Paul realized that he 

would need to do the “tough love” as well.[xxv] 

  

Verse twelve speaks of the desired end result of this work of love that Paul and his companions did among the 

Thessalonians.  The phrase “live worthy of God” speaks that Paul desired to see the Thessalonians develop into 

mature Christians, able to do the work that the Lord had called them to do. [xxvi] 

          

Paul loved and served the people of Thessalonica in many ways, and saw the Lord work in their lives.  He loved the 

people like a mother with tender care and concern, but also like a father who gives warning and correction when 

necessary. In all of these ways, he portrayed himself as a servant of the Gospel. 

  

   

This is why we constantly thank God, because when you received the word of God that you heard 

from us, you welcomed it not as a human message, but as it truly is, the word of God, which also 

works effectively in you who believe. – v. 13. 

  

Paul celebrates the fact that the Thessalonians received the Word of God. They had been open and receptive to the 

preaching of the Gospel. 

  

The Greek word paralabontes  is translated “received” in the CSB. It means specifically, “the response to a 

particular message. In this case, the message is the Gospel.[xxvii]  

Paul continues on by saying that the words he spoke came from God, not from himself. These words were inferior to 

the human philosophy of the ancient Greeks, which was prevalent in this day. The city of Thessalonica was a fertile 

ground for false teaching, but Paul was declaring the words he spoke to be the truth of God which brought salvation. 

  

The Thessalonians had heard the Word of God and had accepted its truth for the basis of salvation by faith, and had 

come to faith in Christ because of the word they heard (cf. Rom. 10:17). The Greek word, edexasthe, which the CSB 



translates “welcomed” means that they accepted the teaching of God’s Word.[xxviii] Their hearts were opened, and 

they received the message of salvation through Christ.[xxix] 

  

Paul thanked God for the Thessalonians.  Not just because they accepted Christ as Savior, but also because they lived 

the Christian life well. The Word of God was “working effectively” in those who believed, as the CSB translates here. 

Paul continues in the next three verses to show how the Thessalonians were living out their faith.[xxx] 

  

  

For you, brothers and sisters, became imitators of God’s churches in Christ Jesus that are in Judea, 

since you have also suffered the same things from people of your own country, just as they did from 

the Jews who killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets and persecuted us. They displease God and are 

hostile to everyone, by keeping us from speaking to the Gentiles so that they may be saved. As a 

result, they are constantly filling up their sins to the limit, and wrath has overtaken them at last. – 

vv. 14-16. 

  

Paul encouraged the Thessalonians as they were following in his example. They were imitating the other churches 

around them in their ministry. 

  

The Thessalonian church was born out of persecution, but Paul is quick to point out this somewhat normal.  He gives 

the example of the church in Judea, of which he himself was a persecutor before miraculously converted to 

Christianity on the road to Damascus. While the Jews initiated the persecution of Christians, it continued throughout 

the Roman Empire following the burning of Rome during the reign of Nero. 

          

In exact contrast to the Thessalonians, the Jews rejected the message, and then killed the messenger.  God’s judgment 

was coming to those who had rejected Jesus as their Messiah. [xxxi] 

But as for us, brothers and sisters, after we were forced to leave you for a short time (in person, not 

in heart), we greatly desired and made every effort to return and see you face to face. So we wanted 

to come to you—even I, Paul, time and again—but Satan hindered us. For who is our hope or joy or 

crown of boasting in the presence of our Lord Jesus at his coming? Is it not you?  Indeed you are 

our glory and joy! – vv. 17-20. 

  



Paul expresses his love for the Thessalonians and the hurt of leaving them unexpectedly. “Forced to leave you” is 

translated more vividly in the New American Standard as “torn away from.”  The enemies of Paul had forced him out 

and taken him away from a body of believers whom he loved like dear children. 

          

He longed to one day return to these people, and his desire to be with them was great. The Greek words translated 

“greatly desired” in the CSB are polle epithumia, which speaks of a deep and longing passion, often referring to 

sexual desire in ancient Greek literature. Paul greatly longed to see the Thessalonian Christians. 

          

The false teachers had given the idea that Paul didn’t want to come to Thessalonica, and he was setting the record 

straight. He had tried over and over again to come there, but then he says what happened. 

                                                                                                                      

Satan had hindered him from being able to come back to Thessalonica. Paul was recognizing the reality of spiritual 

warfare, and that the Enemy was preventing him from seeing, loving and encouraging these precious saints. The 

Greek word translated hindered here refers to a military term where a road has been made impassable by the 

enemy. While Paul does not specifically spell out how Satan hindered, MacArthur surmises that he is referring to the 

troubles at Jason’s house (cf. Acts 17:9).[xxxii] 

  

In the final verses of ch. 2, Paul encourages the Thessalonians. He looked ahead to the heavenly reward he would 

receive from Christ because of His work among them.  This reality gave him great joy! The CSB refers to the crown 

of boasting that Paul knew he would receive because of these precious saints. It would be a crown of rejoicing for 

the work the Lord had done among them. The crown refers to the victory that God gives believers over sin, death and 

judgment.[xxxiii] 

  

Paul then looks ahead to the Second Coming of Christ, when the ultimate victory will take place. Because of the 

promise of eternal life in heaven, and the heavenly rewards Paul would receive, he had joy! The Thessalonians were 

part of that joy! Because of their reception to the Word of God and their obedience to the Word of God, Paul would 

experience and witness the success of the Gospel. 

  

   

  



Theological Application: 

  

Teaching Aim and Objectives 

  

In 1 Thessalonians 2, one discovers the ministry methods of the Apostle Paul and how they manifested among the 

Thessalonian believers.  Paul’s ministry objectives should be modeled within the church today.  All believers are 

ministers of the Gospel (cf. 1 Pet. 2:5). Therefore, we see Paul’s philosophy of ministry fleshed out to us in the 

following objectives: 

  

1.     As a minister of the Gospel, preach the Gospel faithfully no matter the cost. 

2.     As a minister of the Gospel, share the Gospel without wrong motives. 

3.     As a minister of the Gospel, serve one another expecting nothing in return. 

4.     As a minister of the Gospel, serve one another with Christ-like love. 

5.     As a minister of the Gospel, correct one another with Christ-like admonition. 

6.     As a minister of the Gospel, work to be in community with other believers. 

7.     As a minister of the Gospel, focus on the eternal rewards of heaven. 

  

Objective #1: Preach the Gospel Faithfully 

  

The Apostle Paul preached the Gospel faithfully, no matter what the cost. He faced humiliation, persecution, 

loneliness, and eventually, death.  But this did not stop him from faithfully proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

The same should be true for us. 

  

Think About It: What is stopping you from sharing the Gospel with your neighbors? Is God calling you to 

international missions? Is physical danger hindering you from responding to God’s call to the nations? What will you 

do to advance the Gospel of Jesus Christ today? 

  

  

Objective #2: Share the Gospel without Wrong Motives 

          

The Apostle Paul shared the Gospel without wrong motives. He did not entice people to accept Christ in order to gain 

a “soul winning quota.” He shared the Gospel and trusted God with the results. 

  

Think About It: Are you sharing the Gospel to be seen of men? Are you working on the numbers to add to the 

Kingdom without thought of how God is going to grow the Gospel? Do you become frustrated when people do not 



accept Christ the first time you share? Are you looking to the Lord for guidance from the Holy Spirit to share His love 

with others? What is your motivation to share Christ with others? 

  

   

Objective #3: Serve One Another Expecting Nothing in Return 

  

The Apostle Paul served others because he loved them.  He never expected any form of compensation for his ministry. 

While for pastors, this is not necessarily true today, the idea is that we serve out of a love for God, and allow Him to 

provide our needs. However, it could be true for some pastors of smaller churches who need another job to provide 

for their families. 

  

As we serve one another, we serve Christ, and He gave His all for us.  In our ministry, may we give our all for Him, 

expecting nothing in return. 

  

Think About It: Why do you serve? Is it to be seen of men or known by the Lord? Do you things for others expecting 

something in return? When we serve others, it is our highest calling from God apart from sharing His Word with 

others. How will you serve others today? 

  

  

Objective #4: Serve One Another with Christ-like Love 

  

The Apostle Paul loved the Thessalonian believers like a mother loves her child. He cared and nurtured them 

spiritually and walked with them tenderly on their journey. In the same way, we should disciple others with loving 

care and concern for their souls. 

  

Think About It: Are your discipleship relationships ones where Christ-like love is displayed? Do you genuinely care 

for those whom God has entrusted to your care for spiritual development? How do you need to improve in your 

display of Christ-like love and care to other believers? What about unbelievers? Do you show them the love of Christ 

or do you shun them because of their sin? How will you improve your display of Christ-like love for others? 

  



Objective #5: Correct One Another with Christ-like Admonition 

          

The Apostle Paul corrected the Thessalonians with Christ-like admonition.  The text identifies this as the love of a 

father.  While he loved and nurtured them like a mother does her nursing infant, he also corrected with the 

admonition of a father showing the believers how they must live for the Lord. 

  

Think About It: Are your discipleship relationships focused on loving one another with care and concern, yet 

lacking correction? Do you know a believer living in sin that needs to be corrected?  What are you doing to deal with 

sin in your own life?  We must deal with sin in our own lives before we can call it out in others.  However, we still need 

to call it out and practice “tough love” for the maturity of believers. How are you going to practice “tough love” this 

week? 

  

  

Objective #6: Work to be in Community with Other Believers 

  

Paul longed to be in community with the Thessalonians. He wanted to have those face-to-face relationships with the 

Thessalonians in order to see them grow deeper in their walk with Christ, and simply to have fellowship with them. 

 He struggled with this, but knew that eventually, full community would be reality in heaven. 

  

Think About It: What is hindering you from being in community with other believers? Are you currently “plugged 

into” a Life Group where you are encouraging, loving and serving other believers in the Body of Christ? Paul’s 

ministry was centered around the development of mature Christ-followers? What are you doing to help others grow in 

their walk with Christ? Are you spending time with other Christians encouraging them in their walk with Christ 

through discipleship? 

  

  

Objective #7: Focus on the Eternal Rewards of Heaven 

  

The Apostle Paul looked forward to the rewards of heaven. His ministry was centered around the reality that he would 

receive crowns in heaven for the work that was done on earth.  When he was discouraged about not being able to 

spend time with the Thessalonian Christians, he looked forward to heaven, when he would dwell with them together 

with Christ. Because of their obedience and love for the Lord, he experienced joy because heaven would be even 

sweeter because it would be a celebration of what God had done in their lives. 

  



Think About It: Is your work on earth done in light of your reward in heaven? Are you doing your service for Christ 

because of the promise of eternal reward? If you have experienced the loss of loved ones, are you reminded of their 

eternal home in Christ and the promise you will see them again? Are your thoughts focused on heaven today? What 

will you do to become more eternally focused today? 
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