Lesson

13 *September 22–28

(page 104 of Standard Edition)

Keeping the Church Faithful
(2								
Thess. 2:13–3:18)

Sabbath Afternoon				
Read for This Week’s Study: 2 Thess. 2:13–3:18, Acts
17:11, Luke 10:25–28, Matt. 7:24–27, 18:15–17.

Memory Text: “So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the
traditions that you were taught by us, either by our spoken word
or by our letter” (2 Thessalonians 2:15, ESV).

Key Thought: Even with all the grand and glorious promises
for the future, we have to deal with daily challenges and struggles
in the church. The Thessalonian church was no exception.

C

hurches are a lot like plants. If a plant does not grow, it will
die. In other words, change is wired into the way plants were
designed by God. Similarly, a church that does not change and
grow also will die. But not all change is good. Change can lead us
away from who we are. It can cause us to lose touch with God’s purpose for us. The Seventh-day Adventist Church must be especially on
guard because this present-truth message is being proclaimed by no
one but us! That’s a heavy responsibility—one we all, whether laity
or ministry, must never forget.
Through revelation and Spirit-guided consensus, God has led the
church to even more light. The light of the past helps the church to
navigate its way through the treacherous waters of change. Paul’s
final word to the Thessalonians gives us inspired guidance in this
crucial area.
		
*Study this week’s lesson to prepare for Sabbath, September 29.
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S unday September 23
(page 105 of Standard Edition)

Faithful by God’s Choice (2 Thess.
2:13–17)
The language of this section recalls the prayer at the beginning of
1 Thessalonians. It is almost as if Paul is returning to the place where
he began, creating a natural conclusion to this pair of letters. Paul here
expresses his concern that the believers in Thessalonica not deviate
from the path on which he has placed them.

Read 2 Thessalonians 2:13–17. Why does Paul thank God for the
Thessalonians? What does he ask them to do in this passage? In
what ways are these words so pertinent to us today, so near the
end?

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
The lives of the Thessalonians provided evidence to Paul that they
had been chosen as “first fruits to be saved” (ESV). Some translations
say “from the beginning.” Though salvation is a gift, the believer
experiences it through sanctification of the Spirit and belief in the
truth. The life of the believer is more than just a subjective experience; it is solidly grounded in truth.
That is why Paul is so concerned that the Thessalonians hold to the
doctrines they have been taught, both by letter and the spoken word.
People’s grasp of truth often slips with the passage of time, which is
why we must always be affirmed by those who preach and teach us.
In the early days of the church, there was even a preference for oral
tradition over written tradition. Oral tradition is less subject to unintentional distortion. Tone of voice and gestures communicate meaning more accurately than do words on a page. This is why preaching
as a method of communication never grows old.
But written tradition, as in the letters of Paul, is less subject to intentional distortion by those who would alter the gospel for their own
purposes. The written word provides a secure and unchangeable norm
by which one can test the oral messages that come through preaching. In the book of Acts, the Bereans were commended because they
combined attention to the oral messages with careful examination of
the Scriptures (Acts 17:11).
Read again the texts for today. So many forces are always at
work trying to pry us away from the truth. Look at how you
have changed over time. Do these changes reveal a slow, steady
settling into the truth or slow, steady movement away from it?
In other words, in what direction is your life moving?
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M onday September 24
(page 106 of Standard Edition)

Confidence in the Face of Evil (2 Thess.
3:1–5)
In today’s world many people laugh at the idea of a literal Satan.
In their mind, he’s a myth, a holdover from a superstitious and prescientific era. They feel that good and bad are simply the random
consequences of cause and effect; or, in some people’s minds, good
and bad are only culturally constructed concepts relative to specific
times and places, nothing more.
But the Bible clearly asserts that Satan is real. And it is often to his
advantage in some parts of the world to hide himself or even allow
himself to be mocked in the form of a red devil with horns. The caricature goes a long way in making people think he’s not real, which
is exactly what he wants. (“The devil made me do it!” one comedian
used to famously mock.)

Read 2 Thessalonians 3:1–5. Though the challenges to our faith are

out there, Paul expresses hope. On what is that hope based, and
what is the condition upon which we can be certain to claim it?
See also Luke 10:25–28, Deut. 8:1.
Paul begins this passage with a request for prayer (as in 1 Thess.
5:25) that the gospel will spread rapidly and be honored through his
work. Paul also wants the Thessalonians to pray that he will be delivered from evil men (2 Thess. 3:2). The expression here implies that
he has in mind specific individuals whom the recipients of the letter
might even know.
Paul follows this with wordplay (2 Thess. 3:2, 3). Not all men have
“faith” (trust in, or commitment to, God), but the Lord is “faithful”
(dependable—one who inspires faith and commitment). This faithful
Lord is dependable and will guard them against the evil one, or Satan.
The good news is that, though Satan is more powerful than we are, the
Lord is more powerful than Satan, and we can find safety and power
in the Lord.
Paul ends this passage (2 Thess. 3:4, 5) by once more commending
the Thessalonians and offering a prayer in their behalf. He is confident that they are doing what he has asked and that they will continue
to do so in spite of the opposition of Satan and the people he inspires.
He offers a “wish-prayer” (2 Thess. 3:5) that the Lord direct their
attention to “the love of God” and “the patience of Christ” (NKJV).
Even amid trials and suffering, Paul’s letters are always so full
of faith, hope, and certainty. How can we learn to have this
faith, hope, and certainty for ourselves, regardless of our often
difficult circumstances?
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T uesday September 25
(page 107 of Standard Edition)

Scripture and Tradition (2 Thess.
3:6–8)
When Jesus walked this earth there was no New Testament. The
Bible of Jesus was the “Old Testament.” But, from the start, obedience
to Jesus’ spoken words was the wise thing that His followers did (Matt.
7:24–27). Jesus’ words and actions continued to be authoritative for
the church in the years that followed (1 Thess. 4:15, Acts 20:35, 1 Cor.
11:23–26). Then, through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the apostles
were guided to rightly interpret the words of Jesus and the significance
of His actions (John 15:26, 27; 16:13–15). And before the first generation of Christians had passed off the scene, the writings of the apostles
were considered fully equal to those of the Old Testament prophets and
could be called “Scripture” (2 Pet. 3:2, 16).

Read 2 Thessalonians 3:6–8, 14. According to these texts, what would
Paul include in his concept of truth?

________________________________________________________
By the time Paul arrived in Thessalonica, the early church considered the sayings of Jesus and the teachings of the apostles as
supremely authoritative. Tradition in New Testament times was not
necessarily a dirty word; it could refer to the church’s memory of
the sayings and actions of Jesus and include the oral teachings and
writings of the apostles. Tradition was to them much the same as the
Scriptures are to us. It could be commanded and was to be obeyed.
For the Thessalonians, tradition meant more than just the letters
of Paul. It included all that Paul had said to them while he was in
Thessalonica, and included also his actions, which they were to imitate. The fact that Paul worked hard to support himself in Thessalonica
did not merely show that he cared for them (1 Thess. 2:9); it was a
“tradition” that he expected them to apply to their own lives.
Paul was not idle while he was among them; he did not eat other
people’s food without payment. He labored “night and day” so as not
to be a burden to anyone. And anyone in Thessalonica who lived differently was “out of order.” So, Paul’s definition of disorderly people
was not limited to those who were disruptive in the church or community; he broadened it here to include anyone who did not follow the
teachings or practices of the apostles.
These texts reveal how important Paul’s actions were for the
Thessalonians. Though he had truth directly from the Lord
(Gal. 1:1), Paul bore witness as much by his life and actions as
by his words. How well do our lives reflect the truths that we
have been given?
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W ednesday September 26
(page 108 of Standard Edition)

Working and Eating (2 Thess. 3:9–12)
What unique type of problem does Paul face in the Thessalonian
church? 2 Thess. 3:9–12.

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
In these verses Paul applies the tradition of what he did and said to
a specific situation. A significant group of members was disorderly or
out of order (2 Thess. 3:6, 11). Paul had mentioned the problem in the
previous letter and addressed it gently there (1 Thess. 4:11, 12; 5:14).
But he uses much stronger language here.
As an apostle, Paul could have required the church to provide him
with income, housing, and food. But in 1 Thessalonians he had set an
example among them of “working night and day” in order not to be
a burden on them (1 Thess. 2:9). This was an example of love. But
according to 2 Thessalonians 3:8, he also worked “night and day” in
order to create a model of how everyone should take care of their own
needs, as much as possible.
If Paul had only set an example, some could have responded that
the tradition was not clear. But Paul had also addressed this issue
with words. During the short time he was with them in person, he
often expressed (as the Greek imperfect tense implies) a popular
saying as a command, “If anyone is not willing to work, let him not
eat” (2 Thess. 3:10, ESV).
In this passage Paul is not criticizing the efforts to care for those
in need, those who can’t take care of themselves. After all, Jesus
Himself left a powerful example of compassion toward those whose
circumstances in life had left them helpless or destitute.
Instead, the target of Paul’s concern was a group of people in the
church who were willfully idle. They were busybodies, minding everyone’s business except their own (2 Thess. 3:11). Like some of the popular philosophers in the ancient world, these believers preferred a life
of ease over labor. Perhaps they spent their time discussing theology
or criticizing the behavior of others instead of earning their way. Paul
commands them “in the Lord Jesus Christ” to follow his example and
earn the right to speak by caring for their own needs first (3:12).
How amazing that, even so early in church history, Paul had to
deal with so many problems among the members. How should
this protect us (and especially new members) from the expectation that our churches are going to be filled with saintly people?
More important, how can we be a positive force in our local
church despite our own faults and weaknesses?
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T hursday September 27
(page 109 of Standard Edition)

Tough Love (2 Thess. 3:13–15)
According to Matthew 18:15–17, how is the church supposed to
treat a person who has been disfellowshiped?

The matter of church discipline is one of the most difficult issues
that a local church faces. Often an errant member is another member’s
brother, mother, son, cousin, or best friend. Some members prefer never
to discipline anyone; others prefer harsh sanctions. How does a church
find the will of God in the midst of so many competing interests?
Matthew 18 suggests a clear and simple process. First, a one-on-one
conversation between the offender and the one offended. The context
indicates that forgiveness is to be the goal of that conversation, whenever
possible (Matt. 18:21–35). Second, the offended member is to take one or
two others along to avoid confusion as to what is being said by one party
or the other. Only after these first two steps have been carefully followed
should the process move to the church in business session. Then, if the
offender does not respond to the church as a whole, he or she is to be
treated as “a Gentile and a tax collector” (Matt. 18:17, ESV).
Here is the problem. What does it mean to treat someone like a
Gentile and a tax collector? There are at least two different possibilities.
On the one hand, Jesus could be calling the church to shun the offender
the way the Gentiles and tax collectors were shunned in the society in
which He grew up. On the other hand, it could be a call to treat the outcast the way Jesus treated Gentiles and tax collectors (with compassion
and forgiveness).

What does Paul have to say about church discipline? 2 Thess. 3:13–15.
Rightly applying Matthew 18 and 2 Thessalonians 3 to contemporary
life is a challenge. No two people are alike. No two situations are alike.
In some cases forgiveness softens the heart of an offender and brings
reconciliation to the church. In other cases hardened offenders may
respond only to a love that is tough enough to confront and administer
consequences. This is why the General Conference does not disfellowship anyone. Such delicate processes are best handled by the local
church, where the offender is best known.
Tough love is not a license for abuse. According to verse 15, the
person being disciplined is still to be treated like family. The church
must remain conscious that the offender is a brother “for whom Christ
died” (Rom. 14:15, 1 Cor. 8:11, NKJV).
What experiences have you had with church discipline? How
can the church maintain a balance between confrontation and
acceptance?
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F riday September 28
(page 110 of Standard Edition)
Further Study: “The Thessalonian believers were greatly annoyed

1

2

3

by men coming among them with fanatical ideas and doctrines. Some
were ‘disorderly, working not at all, but . . . busybodies.’ The church
had been properly organized, and officers had been appointed to act as
ministers and deacons. But there were some, self-willed and impetuous, who refused to be subordinate to those who held positions of
authority in the church.”—Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles,
p. 261.
“Paul was not wholly dependent upon the labor of his hands for
support while at Thessalonica. . . . Philippians 4:16. Notwithstanding
the fact that he received this help he was careful to set before the
Thessalonians an example of diligence, so that none could rightfully
accuse him of covetousness, and also that those who held fanatical
views regarding manual labor might be given a practical rebuke.”
—Pages 348, 349.
“The custom of supporting men and women in idleness by private
gifts or church money encourages them in sinful habits, and this
course should be conscientiously avoided. Every man, woman, and
child should be educated to do practical, useful work. All should learn
some trade. It may be tentmaking, or it may be business in other lines;
but all should be educated to use the members of their body to some
purpose, and God is ready and willing to increase the adaptability
of all who will educate themselves to industrious habits.”—Ellen G.
White Comments, The SDA Bible Commentary, vol. 7, p. 912.
			

Discussion Questions:

1 How does our church keep its balance between hanging onto
l

truths confirmed in the past and following the advancing light of
God? How can we know when new “light” is, indeed, “light” and
not deception?
2 How do we deal with unruly and troublesome church meml

bers who always seem to be complaining about something? At
the same time, what about those who are expressing concerns
over real problems?
3 Mentally summarize Paul’s essential message in these two
l

letters to the Thessalonians in a way that makes them relevant
to the situation in our church today.

Summary: Paul’s two letters to the Thessalonians have taught us

a great deal about how to be a church in a difficult environment.
However different the immediate context he dealt with is to ours,
the principles he espoused are enduring and eternal, because they are
inspired by the Lord Himself.
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The Lesson in Brief
Key Text: 2 Thessalonians 2:13–3:18
The Student Will:
Know: Expect to encounter difficulties and challenges within the Christian
life that will require him or her to stand firm in his or her faith by relying
upon God.
Feel: Sense his or her need of God’s abiding grace and strength in order
to preserve him or her during challenging times.
Do: Seek to experience God’s sustaining grace in his or her life on a daily
basis.

Learning Outline:
I. Know: Difficult Times Will Come
A Sometimes Christians assume that after deciding to follow Jesus the
real difficulties of life will cease. What does Paul say in 2 Thessalonians
2:13–3:17 that indicates that Christians are not exempt from experiencing
difficult times?
B Although believers and unbelievers both experience challenges in life,
what advantage do the Christians have during difficult times?

l
l

II. Feel: God Is Faithful
A To encourage the Thessalonians, Paul reminds them that God “is
faithful” (3:3, NKJV). In what ways has God shown Himself to be faithful
in the scripture?
B How has God’s faithfulness been an encouragement to you during
difficult times?

l
l

III. Do: Seek God’s Help
A What should our daily response be as we grasp the truth of God’s
faithfulness to us?
B How can we express in prayer both our need and our acceptance of
God’s sustaining grace?

l
l

Summary: Instead of being surprised and discouraged by the presence of difficulties
in the Christian life, believers should take hope in the knowledge that God
is present with them in order to provide the strength to overcome.
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Learning Cycle
STEP 1—Motivate
Key Concept for Spiritual Growth: God’s sustaining and
enabling grace is sufficient to strengthen us so that we may endure
the challenges to our faith that we will encounter from both within
and without the church.

Paul’s final admonition to the new believers in Thessalonica is evocative
of the instructions that a father gave to his children on a family vacation
several years ago. At the request of his children, the family decided to
spend a day at an amusement park. Because they had never gone to an
amusement park before, the kids were excited and determined to go on
every ride possible. Although everyone was excited, the parents knew that
if their children were not careful, they could get hurt. As they went from
one ride to another, the parents told them what to expect and always to
remember to “Hold on tight!”
Paul says the same thing to the Thessalonians as he draws his second
letter to a close. “Stand firm and hold” on (2 Thess. 2:15, ESV) is Paul’s
basic counsel. He knows that the Christian life is filled with difficulties
and hardships, and he wants the Thessalonians to know from the beginning that life will not always be easy. Instead of being taken by surprise
when difficult times come (even difficult times within the church), Paul
wants to inspire the believers with an attitude of determination that, no
matter what kind of experience they encounter on the “ride” of life, they
will “hold on” to Jesus.
Why do some Christians seem to wilt under difficulty
while others are able to face them with confidence?

Consider This:

STEP 2—Explore

Bible Commentary
I. The Basis of Our Stability (Review 2 Thessalonians 2:13–17 with the class.)
Fear, worry, and panic. Once someone is bitten by one of these bugs, it is
often difficult to get him or her to calm down. When dealing with someone in such an agitated state, the best thing a person can do is to maintain
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a calm spirit while trying to explain why such fears are completely unjustified. This is exactly what we see Paul do masterfully as he draws his
second letter to the Thessalonians to a close.
As we saw earlier, the new converts in Thessalonica were a little
panicky about the return of Christ. Having realized their “shaken” and
“alarmed” state, Paul first set out to correct the mistaken eschatological
views that were causing their fears. While they were certainly encouraged
to learn that the “end” had not already occurred, some of them were still
probably a little worried about being part of the group deceived and lost
in the end. They exchanged one fear for another.
Paul, however, sets out to assure them that they have nothing to fear
on that day. In fact, he is not even worried for them. What is the source
of Paul’s assurance? First, Paul reminds them that God had chosen them
from the beginning (2 Thess. 2:13). Jesus had said the same thing to His
disciples. “ ‘You did not choose me, but I chose you’ ” (John 15:16, ESV).
Paul is not advocating a form of predestination as Calvinists teach. He
is simply saying that our salvation resides in the fact that God took the
initiative to save the human race. And that means that God is not going
to let anyone be lost easily. A person will be lost only because he or she
deliberately and persistently refuses to respond to God’s grace. We see
this in the very fact that Paul describes those who are lost as the ones who
“refused” to love the truth (2 Thess. 2:10, ESV).
But even more than this, Paul reminds the Thessalonians that the process of preparing us for God’s kingdom (sanctification) is something that
God does in us through His Spirit (compare 1 Thess. 4:3, 5:23, 2 Thess.
2:13). No matter what Satan does or does not do, we need not live in fear.
God is determined to save us as long as we are willing to let Him.
Therefore, on the basis of what God has done, is doing, and will do
in our lives, Paul tells the Thessalonians to “stand firm and hold” to the
things they were taught. The only way to resist false teachings is to cling
to the truth. But lest the new converts start to worry again, Paul reminds
them once more how much God loves them (2 Thess. 2:16) and that He
is able to take their instability and turn it into stability by comforting and
establishing them (vs. 17).
Worry can be detrimental to a person’s life and faith.
What reasons does Jesus give, in Matthew 6:25–34, in order to help His
followers not to worry?

Consider This:

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
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II. Paul’s Prayer (Review 2 Thessalonians 3:1–5 with the class.)
Although we often tend to idolize the apostle Paul for the amazing things that
he accomplished, Paul was just as human as the rest of us. Paul realized that
he could not do the work of the Lord in his own strength. Throughout all his
letters, we find Paul requesting that others pray for him and his ministry. In
the opening verses of 2 Thessalonians 3, Paul asks the Thessalonians to pray
for two things in particular: (1) for the gospel to spread rapidly around the
world and be honored and (2) that he might be preserved from evil men.
When Paul talks about the gospel spreading rapidly, he probably has in
mind a swift-footed athlete in a race. Such races were part of the Isthmian
Games, held in the city of Corinth every two years and the place from which
Paul was most likely writing. It would not be the first time that Paul has used
athletic imagery in his letters (1 Cor. 9:24–27). He may also have in mind
the Old Testament imagery from Psalm 147:15. Paul wants the word to run
swiftly, and wherever it goes, he wants people to honor it.
Paul’s second request appears to point to a specific group of people (in
Greek it reads “the wicked men”) rather than just adversaries in general.
Considering the opposition that Paul had recently faced from unbelieving
Jews in Thessalonica, and now most recently in Corinth (Acts 18:12), he
probably has this group in mind. He would later encounter similar resistance
from others, as well (Acts 19:23–41, 1 Tim. 1:20).
Consider This: Paul wanted the Thessalonians to pray that the gospel would

spread around the world without any hindrance. Besides prayer, what can we
do in order to help the gospel to “speed ahead and be honored”?
STEP 3—Apply
Thought Questions:
Although an apostle, Paul faced several difficulties in his life. What do
l
the following passages tell us about the kind of adversities that Paul faced
1

and, more important, how he was able to overcome them? 2 Cor. 11:24–28,
12:7–10.
____________________________________________________________
Paul encourages the Thessalonians by reminding them that God is faithl
ful. According to what Paul describes in 2 Thessalonians 2:13–3:17, what
2
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type of actions does God do for His followers that illustrate some of the
ways in which He is faithful?
____________________________________________________________

l

3 In practical terms, how does God go about “comforting” our hearts
(2 Thess. 2:17)?

____________________________________________________________
Twice Paul speaks about God “establishing” His followers (2 Thess.
l
2:17, 3:3). What does Paul mean by this?
4

____________________________________________________________
Application Questions:
Paul prays that the “Lord of Peace” will give us “peace at all times in
l
every way” (2 Thess. 3:16, ESV). To what extent do you experience God’s
1

peace? In what ways could you experience it more fully?
What can we do to make sure that we do not become “busybodies” in
l
our Christian experience?
2

STEP 4—Create
Just for Teachers: As this quarter’s study guide comes to a close,
end the class on a high note by focusing on the faithfulness of God.
Consider using one or both of the following activities to help to make
this emphasis.
Activity:

1. Word Study (where Internet service is available): Using the free online
Bible concordance at www.biblegateway.com, look up the following
phrases in Scripture: “God is faithful,” “Lord is faithful,” and “faithfulness.” Print a copy of the results and distribute the pages to the class.
Divide the class into groups and have them come up with a list of all the
ways in which God is described as being faithful in these passages. Then
have group members share experiences in which they have seen those
specific instances of God’s faithfulness in their lives.
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2. Closing Hymn: End the class by singing or reading together hymn
number 100, “Great Is Thy Faithfulness,” in The Seventh-day Adventist
Hymnal.

