
The Superiority of Personal Presence

1 Thessalonians 2:17-20



“Some Christians try to go to 
heaven alone, in solitude. But 
believers are not compared to 
bears or lions or other animals 
that wander alone. Those who 

belong to Christ are sheep in this 
respect, that they love to get 

together. Sheep go in flocks, and 
so do God’s people.”

—C. H. Spurgeon



REVIEW

1:1 – Salutation

1:2-10 – Thanksgiving for the 
Thessalonian Church

2:1-12 – Defense of the Ministry 
Efforts in Thessalonica

2:13-16 – Thanksgiving for the 
Thessalonian Response

2:17-3:10 – Explanation of Their
Separation



Key word:

παρουσία (parousia)

1. the state of being present

2. coming so as to be present



“But we, brethren, having been taken away from you for a 
short while—in person, not in spirit—were all the more

eager with great desire to see your face. For we wanted to 
come to you—I, Paul, more than once—and yet Satan 
hindered us. For who is our hope or joy or crown of 

exultation? Is it not even you, in the presence of our Lord 
Jesus at His coming? For you are our glory and joy.” 

—1 Thessalonians 2:17-20



OVERVIEW OF 2:17-20

• Paul’s longing to be with the Thessalonian church models 
for us a love for the presence of believers.

• The importance he placed on togetherness is observed in:

1. His Anguish over a Premature Departure (v. 17)

2. His Discontent with a Prolonged Separation (v. 18)

3. His Motive for a Profound Affection (vv. 19-20)



1.  Paul’s Anguish over a Premature Departure (2:17)

“But we, brethren, having been taken away from you 
for a short while—in person, not in spirit—were all the 

more eager with great desire to see your face.”

• “But we” – contrasts Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy with 
the Jewish opponents described in vv. 15-16.

▪ It resumes his defense of their ministry (2:1-12), 
but now focusing on their devotion to the 
Thessalonians while apart.



“But we, brethren, having been taken away from you 
for a short while—in person, not in spirit—were all the 

more eager with great desire to see your face.”

• “having been taken away” – a graphic verb, found only 
here in the NT.

▪ Literally, “to make an orphan of.”

▪ Paul already referred to the himself and his 
colleagues as “infants” (2:7a), “mothers” (2:7b), 
and “fathers” (2:11)—now, as “orphans” (2:17).



“He did not say ‘separated from you,’ nor 
‘torn from you,’ nor ‘left behind,’ but 
‘orphaned from you.’ He sought for a 
word that might sufficiently show the 

pain of his soul. Though standing in the 
relation of a father to them all, he yet 
uses the language of orphan children 

who have prematurely lost their parent.”

—John Chrysostom



“The image of an orphan describes Paul in the most 
poignant way possible as in need. One could have 
expected Paul to say that his separation had made him
bereft of his Thessalonian 
children or that the 
Thessalonians had been 
orphaned by his absence, but 
Paul wrenches the metaphor 
to extract the most emotion 
possible from it.”

—Malherbe, Thessalonians, 187



“But we, brethren, having been taken away from you 
for a short while—in person, not in spirit—were all the 

more eager with great desire to see your face.”

• “in person, not in spirit” – literally, “with reference to 
face, not heart.”

▪ “heart” = the center of thoughts and affections.

▪ “face” = the sign of physical presence.



“But we, brethren, having been taken away from you 
for a short while—in person, not in spirit—were all the 

more eager with great desire to see your face.”

• Main clause: “Excessively we endeavored your faces 
to see with great longing.”

▪ “we were eager” = not merely desire, but effort 
to realize it.

▪ “all the more” = intensifies the effort.

▪ “with great desire” = intensified passion.



“. . . to see your face.”

• The phrase vividly expresses Paul’s primary ambition.

• “face” = part of the main idea in 2:17-3:10—repeated 
2x in 2:17, once again in 3:10.

▪ “face” = presence; “your face” = identity.

▪ “to see the face” = a powerful 
theological concept.

▪ Love is always most strongly associated 
with the identity of a face.



2.  Paul’s Discontent over a Prolonged Separation (2:18)

“For we wanted to come to you—I, Paul, more than 
once—and yet Satan hindered us.”

• “we wanted” = more than mere desire, it includes 
active decision; parallel to “we were eager” of v. 17.

• “to come to you” = Paul’s strong intention; parallel to 
“to see your face” of v. 17.

• “I, Paul, more than once” = “more than just once”



“For we wanted to come to you—I, Paul, more than 
once—and yet Satan hindered us.”

• “Satan” = literally, “the adversary;” the enemy of God 
and all those who belong to Him. 

• “hindered us” = a military 
metaphor; “The idea is that of 
breaking up a road by destroying 
bridges or some such thing as to 
make the road impossible to 
travel over” (Thomas).



• What was this Satanic “hindrance” to Paul’s return?

• Paul does not say; he simply assumes the Thessalonians 
were aware of it.

• Perhaps a clue is given in Acts 17:9 – “And when they 
had received a pledge from Jason and the others, they 
released them.”

• If Paul and Silvanus had returned at any point during 
the allotted time of the “pledge” (a financial bond), 
“Jason and the others” would have their bond forfeited.



“Satan always hates Christian 
fellowship; it is his policy to keep 

Christians apart. Anything which can 
divide saints from one another he 
delights in. He attaches far more 

importance to godly intercourse than 
we do. Since union is strength, he 

does his best to promote separation.”

—C. H. Spurgeon



“The church is the most important organization in the 
world. It is the target of every demonic, hostile attack in 
the universe. Jesus personally guaranteed that the gates of 
hell will never prevail against the church. He made no

guarantee that the 
gates of hell would not 
be unleashed against 
it, however.”

—R. C. Sproul



3.  Paul’s Motive for a Profound Affection (2:19-20)

“For who is our hope or joy or crown of exultation? Is it 
not even you, in the presence of our Lord Jesus at His 

coming? For you are our glory and joy.”

• A rhetorical question (v. 19) and an emphatic 
statement (v. 20).

• Some of Paul’s most affectionate language found 
anywhere in his writings.

• “For” = explains the logic behind vv. 17-18.



“For who is our hope or joy or crown of exultation . . . 
in the presence of our Lord Jesus at His coming?”

1) “our hope” = normally has the Lord Jesus as its focus; 
here, the Thessalonians are the object.

2) “our joy” = “the experience of gladness; the Spirit-
produced response of the Christian, esp. to affliction.

3) “our crown” = the reward given for athletic triumph. 

▪ “of exultation” = “the act of taking pride in 
something.”



“For who is our hope or joy or crown of exultation . . . 
in the presence of our Lord Jesus at His coming?”

• The language of crowns points to the bema seat where 
a judge would reward an athletes for his victory.

• “Coming” (parousia) = 
“coming so as to be 
present” (see 3:13; 4:15; 
also 1:10).



“Is it not even you. . . ? For you are our glory and joy.” 

• Paul could not even ask the rhetorical question in 
full before he answered it himself (v. 19).

• To make sure, he even answers the question in full 
(v. 20).

• “glory” = “fame, recognition, honor, prestige”



• Personal presence must be a priority. 

• Satan will do whatever he can to prevent 
togetherness.

• Our faces matter.

• Fellowship must have an eschatological 
motive.

IMPORTANT IMPLICATIONS



“The physical presence of other 
Christians is a source of incomparable 

joy and strength to the believer. . . . It is 
easily forgotten that the fellowship of 
Christian brethren is a gift of grace, a 

gift of the Kingdom of God that any day 
may be taken from us, that the time 

that still separates us from utter 
loneliness may be brief indeed. . . . 



“Therefore, let him who until now has the privilege of 
living in common Christian life with other Christians 

thank God on his knees and declare: ‘It is grace, nothing 
but grace, that we are allowed to live in fellowship with 

Christian brethren.” 

—Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together



I love Thy Church, O God!
Her walls before Thee stand,

Dear as the apple of Thine eye,
And graven on Thy hand.

For her my tears shall fall;
For her my prayers ascend;

To her my cares and toils be giv’n
Till toils and cares shall end.

I Love Thy Kingdom, Lord



Beyond my highest joy
I prize her heav’nly ways,

Her sweet communion, solemn vows,
Her hymns of love and praise.

Sure as thy truth shall last,
To Zion shall be giv’n

The brightest glories earth can yield,
and brighter bliss of heav’n.


