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R. C. Sproul wrote about a story he heard told by James Montgomery Boice, a pastor friend of his for many years. It goes 
like this…  

There was a mountain climber who slipped on a ledge and was about to plummet thousands of feet to his death, but as 
he started to fall, he grabbed the branch of a tiny, scraggly tree that was growing out of a crack in the face of that sheer, 
rocky cliff.  

As he clung to the branch, the roots of that scraggly tree began to pull loose, and the climber knew he was facing certain 
death. At that moment, he cried out to the heavens, “Is there anyone up there who can help me . . . is there anyone . . . 
anyone . . . anyone at all who can help me?”  

Suddenly, to his total surprise, he heard a booming voice from the sky respond, “Yes. I am here and I will help you.” 

“Thank you, thank you,” the mountain climber said.  

The voice continued, “Let go of the branch – trust Me.”  

The man looked down into the abyss and he looked back up toward heaven and then said, “Is there anybody else up 
there who can help me?” 

Sproul went on to write that this mentality essentially typifies the mentality of our evangelical generation. We wouldn’t 
mind hearing from God…as long as He shares a message or a plan or a command that we like. But if it involves trust in 
the midst of hardship, or if it involves pain and suffering, then we often wonder if we heard the message right.  

“You mean persecution is to be expected in the Christian life and I should be more surprised if I don’t experience it than 
if I do?” 

“You mean I can have rock-solid faith in the Lord and still experience fiery trials?” 

“Is there anyone else up there?” “Anyone with a different, more encouraging message?” 

But that is the message of Scripture in general, and it is the plain message of 2 Thessalonians 1. 

Verse 5 makes an obvious reference back to the preceding verses… “which is manifest evidence of the righteous 
judgment of God.” The NIV translation: All this is evidence that God’s judgment is right.  

The question is, “What exactly in the preceding verses is “evidence that God’s judgment is right/righteous?” Answering 
that question is not the easiest of tasks, but I hope the Lord will help me help us all better comprehend what’s written 
here. 

Let me give a summary principle from verses 3-4: Obeying the gospel and living for Christ is difficult.  

But that shouldn’t shock or disappoint us because the Bible is clear about what believers should expect after salvation. 
What Paul returned to cities with newly planted churches to further strengthen their souls and encourage them in their 
faith, listen to what he consistently told them… 

Acts 14:22 “through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.” 

Jesus said the same to His disciples: John 15:20 A servant is not greater than his master. If they persecuted me, they will 
also persecute you.  

And Paul had early written to these Thessalonian believers these straightforward words… 

1 Thessalonians 3:3 [I sent Timothy to exhort you] that no one be moved by these afflictions. For you yourselves know 
that we are destined for this. 

Now, back to the question at hand. Paul says that “all this [persecution and suffering] is evidence that God’s judgment is 
right.” How so?  

1 Peter 4:17 is very helpful for our understanding here: For it is time for judgment to begin at the household of God; and 
if it begins with us, what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God?  

The “house/household of God” is referring to the church, the universal church of which Unity is a part.  



Now, when we think of “judgment,” we think of condemnation and its corresponding punishment. But that doesn’t fit 
the context here. Judgment here is not punitive, however, but purifying and cleansing (just as verses 3-4 referenced), 
AND as Paul goes on to write, this “judgment” is also confirming. That “confirmation” is mentioned in verse 5… 

5: that you may be counted worthy of the kingdom of God, for which you also suffer… 

Believers who persevere in their faith despite tribulations, trials, and persecution will be “counted worthy,” NOT in the 
sense of deserving it, but in the sense of confirming it. In other words, your “life in Christ,” being fleshed out in your 
daily life, is receiving treatment like that which Christ Himself received, confirming that you are “worthy” to be called a 
Christian since in fact you are. You’re considered ‘worthy’ because you’re saved by grace through faith in HIM who is 
WORTHY! 

So…because we are counted worthy of heaven, we are at the same time ‘not worthy’ of this sinful world. Hebrews 11 is 
the record of some of the great heroes of the faith. People like Abraham, Isaac, Moses, Sarah, and others. But there’s 
another group whose names are not listed… 

Hebrews 11:36–38 Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. [37] They were stoned, 
they were sawn in two, they were killed with the sword. They went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, 
afflicted, mistreated—of whom the world was not worthy. 

Verse 6-10 then introduce to us “THE GREAT REVERSAL.” In other words, things aren’t going to continue like they 
currently are forever. Massive changes are in store, and while current “judgment” on God’s people is not punitive, 
future judgment on those who are NOT God’s people will indeed be punitive! 

Listen to verses 6-8 again… it is a righteous thing with God to repay with tribulation/affliction those who trouble you, [7] 
and to give you who are troubled rest/relief with us when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with His mighty angels, 
[8] in flaming fire taking vengeance on those who do not know God, and on those who do not obey the gospel of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. 

Two contrasting truths need to be highlighted from these verses: 

In due time, believers will enjoy SWEET RELIEF. 

In due time, unbelievers will experience BITTER RETRIBUTION. 

In Revelation 10, John has a vision about future judgment, and in the vision an angel hands him a small scroll and tells 
him to eat it. In doing so, the angel says, “It will make your stomach bitter, but in your mouth, it will be sweet as honey.” 
Sweet, because when Jesus comes and sets up His glorious kingdom, that is sweet relief to the saints. Bitter, because 
when He comes it is bitter retribution for the ungodly. And that’s all a part of the Second Coming of Christ. Sweet relief, 
bitter retribution. 

Notice in verse 7 that God is going to give troubled believers “rest/relief." The word translated "rest/relief” has the idea 
of the absence of tension, the absence of trial. It means to let up. It's the word a Greek would use if he bent his bow and 
then released the string, relaxed it. The string would experience “relief” from pressure. It would be “at rest.” 

The Bible speaks primarily about two kinds of rest for believers, two kinds of “sweet relief.” The first is salvation rest. 
This is the “sweet relief” that comes when your sins are forgiven and cleansed by the Lord Jesus! 

Matthew 11:28–29 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. [29] Take my yoke upon you, 
and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 

And then, not only is there salvation rest, sweet relief for our souls, but the scriptures also speak of eternal rest, the 
“sweet relief” the people of God will forever enjoy in His presence!  

In Revelation 14:13, John was told to write this: “Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on.” “Blessed 
indeed,” says the Spirit, “that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow them!” 

This is the sweet relief of no longer battling with sin, no more struggles with temptation. This is the sweet and eternal 
relief from all trials, tribulations, and sorrows! This is the rest and relief our suffering brothers and sisters in Christ living 
in parts of the world that are antagonistic to the gospel long for.  

Believers alive now are caught in between these two “rests.” Our souls are at rest, but we continue to be under the 
pressures and strains of life lived in a sin-cursed world. Just this week, I saw a video clip of a pastor in India who was 



drug out of his house church and beaten with long rods by 10-12 Hindu nationalists. Don’t you know that pastor and his 
people and others like them around the world are so longing for “rest/relief?” 

When Jesus comes for His people, it will be sweet relief. Death will be done with. Sin will be over with in terms of their 
life. Sorrow will be gone. All will be joy and blessedness. There will be no problems, no pain, no suffering, no disease, 
just sweet relief. The pressure of Christian living, the tension, the squeeze will be relaxed into eternal joy. 

But for unbelievers, when Jesus comes again, it will be bitter retribution. For those who have and currently trouble God’s 
people, in due time, Paul says, "God's going to repay them with tribulation/affliction" (v.6). And then in verse 8, we’re 
told that God will “take vengeance" on them. And then in verse 9, "They shall be punished." 

Retribution. Affliction. Vengeance. Pay back. Punishment. That's exactly what's going to happen when Jesus comes. For 
Christians, sweet relief; no more injustice, no more sin, no more persecution, no more suffering, no more trials, no more 
sorrow, no more sickness, no more death. For non-Christians, the contrast couldn’t be more distinct. Eternal, bitter 
retribution and punishment. 

Again, in verse 9 he says, "These shall be punished." That's not a threat; it’s a promise. Unbelievers will pay. Their 
punishment is inescapable. It will happen. It will be righteous. It will come. God is a God of vengeance, and again, there 
is no way to escape it. 

How many of you have been to the Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, DC? Anyone visited the one in 
Jerusalem? Jennifer and I visited the one in DC several years ago, and it was a moving experience. The day we visited, 
everyone inside was quiet, respectful, and meditative. Inside, you are reminded of the terrible tortures to which the 
Jews were subjected—the Nazi death camps, the gas chambers of Buchenwald and Auschwitz and others. The gruesome 
scenes that the Allies found when they liberated these camps, and other memorabilia are on display, all a mute 
testimony that these atrocities will forever live in human memory. 

Ray Stedman says that, even more touching than visiting the Holocaust memorial in Jerusalem, is the new memorial that 
has been built in honor of the children of the Holocaust. Visiting this memorial was one of the most moving experiences 
of his life. Stedman writes, “The hall is almost totally dark, illuminated by only a few candles, but hundreds of mirrors 
reflect the light, so the impression is that of thousands of candles burning. There in the gloom I felt as though I were 
standing at the judgment bar of God! Hidden voices endlessly call out the names of children who were tortured and 
murdered by the Nazis. It is Israel's way of saying that these children will never be forgotten. Not one injustice, not one 
humiliation, not one act of pain or torture will ever be forgotten. God is telling us the same thing here in 2 
Thessalonians. He will bring affliction to those who afflict, and rest and relief to those who are afflicted.” – Ray C. 
Stedman, Hope in a Changing World, p. 111. 

“You’re in big trouble!” That’s what you say to your brother when you find out he wrecked dad’s truck. “You’re in big 
trouble!” That’s what a teacher says to her student when her cheating throughout the semester is discovered. That’s 
what a lawyer might say to a client if the grand jury rules against him. 

If you do not know Jesus as your Savior, YOU ARE IN BIG TROUBLE!! God-sized trouble. Eternal trouble. Hellfire trouble. 
Nobody is ever in worse trouble—not with their parents, their spouse, or with the law—than those know not Christ! The 
‘trouble’ you’re headed for is horrible, dreadful, and eternal. 

Remember the summary principle I gave you earlier? Obeying the gospel and living for Christ is difficult. Now, let me add 
a second, contrasting principle… 

Disobeying the gospel and rejecting Christ is damning. 

When will those who’ve suffered be vindicated? When will this ‘great reversal’ take place? Verse 7 answers that 
question: “When the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with His mighty angels.” Verse 10 simply says, “When He 
comes.”  

Gender revealing parties have become so popular. Coupled with short video clips that are constantly being posted on 
social media, it’s as if couples are competing to see who can be the most creative in revealing the gender of their unborn 
child. People bite into a cupcake that has either a pink or blue filling, or they slice into a cake that has either pink or blue 
icing. Others pop a big balloon that’s filled with either pink or blue graffiti. And still others have a piñata that looks 
gender neutral from the outside but is filled with blue or pink candies. 



The “great revealing” of Scripture has nothing to do with babies or gender. No, the “great revealing” spoken of in 
Scripture is the “revealing” of the Lord Jesus! In due time, the Lord Jesus is coming back! 

The Lord Jesus is currently “hidden,” but He is not absent! He is currently ‘hidden,’ but He is coming again!  

Any and every accurate reading of Scripture points to the climax of history being the return of Jesus Christ. The Lord 
Jesus is currently at the right hand of God. After His resurrection, He was exalted as the sovereign Lord of the church, 
and as the faithful High Priest He is ever interceding for His people. BUT the day is coming when He shall be revealed. 
The day is coming when He is coming back! 

Presently we love Him though we have not seen Him. In due time, though, we will see Him and love Him fully. 

As John MacArthur reminds us…the first time He came He was veiled. The first time He came the reality of the fullness of 
His person was hidden. The next time He comes, it won't be. The next time there will be no Bethlehem, there will be no 
stable, there will be no manger, there will be no carpenter shop, there will be no humble village. There will be no 
poverty, no dusty roads to walk, no sinners to attack Him and grieve Him, no false religious leaders to oppose Him. There 
will be no demons who will stalk His steps, no soldiers to pound nails into His hands and thorns into His brow. There will 
be no spear run into His side. There will be no cross, not the next time. The next time He comes it is the unveiling. There 
will be no humble form. There will be no servant form. There will be the glorified God-Man in His full blazing Shekinah 
presence. 

This event is the climax of the whole series of events that Scripture calls the parousia, the coming and presence of Jesus. 
After the Tribulation, He will manifest Himself, "unveil" Himself in open glory—"in blazing fire," accompanied by His 
powerful angels—to judge the world and begin His earthly reign of a thousand years. 

Verse 8, again, speaks of Christ coming “in flaming fire taking vengeance on those who do not know God, and on those 
who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

And then verse 9: These shall be punished with everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord and from the 
glory of His power. 

Better to feel the fire now for following Jesus that to feel the fire later for rejecting Him! 

“Everlasting destruction.” Eternal destruction. The word ‘destruction’ here means ruin. Destruction here is not 
annihilation. It’s not being put out of existence. No, ‘destruction’ here carries the idea of the loss of all that makes life 
worth living. It speaks of somebody who is ruined. Utterly, eternally ruined. 

Folks, the Lord Jesus had some terrifying things to say about this “everlasting destruction,” this “ruined existence.” He 
said it is an experience of fiery torment. And yet, this furious fire gives no light, leaving this a place of eternal 
darkness. Jesus further described it as an experience of weeping and gnashing of teeth, of pain and frustration. The fire 
never goes out. There is no escape. And…there's no second chance.   

Some of you may recall the time when I had passport and visa issues when I was scheduled to speak at a joint gathering 
of churches down in Brazil. They were having an alternative for families who didn’t want to participate in Carnival, which 
is a major, festive, 5-day event that is full of sinful, lustful activities.  

I applied for my visa in plenty of time and received it sometime after the first of the year. I boarded a plan at RDU and 
flew down to Atlanta—no problem. But when I attempted to board my flight from Atlanta to Sao Paulo, Brazil—with the 
same passport—the airlines stewardess said, “Sir, you can’t get on this flight. Your visa is not valid. It’s out of date.” Out 
of date?! I just received my stamped passport a few of weeks ago. It can’t be out of date?  

The lady showed me my passport, and sure enough, my visa stamp was indeed out of date. What in the world 
happened?! Evidently, the governmental official failed to change the year on the passport stamp…and as soon as he/she 
stamped it, it was already a year out of date!  

I was not allowed to board the plane. I was no dejected that I walked over to some airport hallway, leaned up against a 
wall, and then slowly slumped down to the floor in utter disbelief. I called Jennifer and told her the disappointing news.  

Folks, being shut out of a flight is NOTHING compared to being “shut of” the presence of the Lord for all eternity!! 

Again, verse 9: These shall be punished with everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord. 

Remember the passage in Matthew 7 where people claim to do this and that for God? And then God says to these 
religious but unsaved people, “I’m sorry, I never knew you. DEPART FROM ME” (v.23). That's what hell is, it's eternal 



separation from the presence of the Lord. From the One who created you and loved you enough to die for you. For all 
eternity, you’ll be separated from the presence of the Lord. There's no beauty, there's no joy, there's no pleasure, 
there's no purpose. There’s no God. 

NOTE: Regarding the Lord’s vengeance being poured out, please know that God is not capricious, He’s righteous; He’s 
not mean, He’s just (cf. v.6). That’s exactly why we’re told in Romans 12:19 to “never avenge yourselves, but leave it to 
the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’” 

God’s vengeance and execution of justice and punishment on the wicked is not because of frustration or exasperation. 
God’s anger is selfish or arbitrary but represents His holy and loving response to human wickedness. It is measured and 
it is appropriate.  

No one’s punishment will be more than they deserve, and no one deserving punishment will avoid it. It will in no way 
reflect God’s “losing His temper” and flying into some sort of rage. No, it will be the righteous meting out of justice and 
punishment on all who’ve broken God’s law and refused to repent. In fact, it’s not possible for God to doing anything 
that’s not righteous and just.  

Who will experience God’s vengeance and righteous wrath?  

Paul describes the recipients in three ways: “those who trouble/afflict/persecute (believers)” (6b), “those who do not 
know God, and those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ” (8). 

First, those who afflict believers. What level of affliction? Well, it's not really defined, and therefore, it could be 
everything from the extreme of burning them at the stake or decapitating them, to shipping them off to prison, all the 
way down to accusing them falsely of cheating or lying, trying to destroy their integrity, their credibility, their 
character. It could be anything down to personal animosity and hatred that allows them to speak evil of a 
Christian. Anyone who attacks the people of God is vulnerable. –Adapted from John MacArthur 

Secondly, those who experience God’s wrath are “those who do not know God” (8a). That is, they do not know God 
salvifically. They have no personal relationship with God. Now, on the one hand everyone knows something about God. 
Creation and conscience assure us of that.  

Romans 1:19–20 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. [20] For his 
invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of 
the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 

Romans 2:15 teaches us that when people without knowledge of God’s Word, do, by nature, things consistent with 
God’s Word, “They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, 
and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them.” 

The third way the recipients of God’s righteous wrath are described is “those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord 
Jesus Christ.” That word “obey” means that the gospel is a command to obey. All people are commanded to believe the 
gospel, to repent and place their faith in Jesus. That’s the command. To reject Jesus is to disobey the gospel.  

Folks, the gospel is not merely a suggestion or a divine recommendation. It’s a command that must be obeyed or you 
will perish. 

Responses to these truths: 

If you’re a believer, thank God for your salvation and deliverance from hell! 

If you know Christ as your Savior and Lord, every day is a day to give thanks! To know that, because of His deep mercy, 
hell will not be your eternal destination. Instead, because of His amazing grace, you’ll spend eternity in heaven! In due 
time, what sweet relief will be ours who know Jesus! 

If you’re an unbeliever, repent and turn to Jesus for salvation. 

Your eternal destiny is bound inextricably with your response to the gospel of Jesus Christ. And that’s why the gospels 
record Jesus often warning people, “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish” (e.g., Luke 13:5). DON’T BE SHUT 
OUT OF HEAVEN!! 

Michael Holmes, in his commentary on 2 Thessalonians, comments that a hard-to-miss characteristic of a modern 
consumer culture is choice. To walk into a supermarket or department store is to find oneself immediately surrounded 
by a mind-dazzling (or is it numbing?) array of choices. Two dozen varieties and sizes of soap, fifteen different brands of 



snack chips, a dozen kinds of toilet paper, and so on and so on. The range and variety of products—and thus choices—
seem endless. 

But even as the range of choices has multiplied, the significance of those choices has decreased. Much of the difference 
between similar products is superficial rather that real, involving distinctions without a real difference. All the brands of 
soap clean effectively; my car runs the same regardless of which brand of gas I put in it. More and more of our choices 
mean less and less, despite the efforts of advertisers to convince us otherwise. In the long run, most of the decisions one 
makes in the course of the day are inconsequential. A year from now, it is unlikely that my life will have been affected by 
which brand of paper towels or variety of soup I purchased yesterday.  

Another aspect of contemporary culture, this one tragic rather than ironic, is the tendency to try to avoid responsibility 
for our choices. The tendency to “pass the buck” or shift responsibility is everywhere observable. Rather than take 
responsibility for the consequences of our actions, we seek to blame someone or something else: the way we were 
raised, the environment in which we were raised, the absent parent who wasn’t there, or the dysfunctional one who 
was there.  

But not all choices are trivial, and not all consequences of our choices can be avoided. Examples include choices about 
which person to marry, what career to pursue, whether to use drugs, whether to terminate a pregnancy, or whether to 
be faithful to a commitment. Some choices are unavoidable, and the consequences are both irrevocable and significant. 

The most consequential and unavoidable choice you’ll ever make is the decision whether to accept or reject “the gospel 
of our Lord Jesus” (1:8). When the time of judgment comes, as it inevitably will, those who, in response to the gospel, 
believed the message and placed their faith in Christ will forever be with the Lord in heaven. Those, however, who reject 
the gospel will find themselves “shut out” (2 Thess. 1:9) from the Lord’s presence. Shut out of heaven and condemned 
to hell. All in due time. 


