
The Primacy of Spiritual Stamina

1 Thessalonians 3:1-5



“Therefore, when we could endure it no longer, we thought it best 
to be left behind at Athens alone, and we sent Timothy, our 
brother and God’s fellow worker in the gospel of Christ, to 

strengthen and encourage you as to your faith, so that no one 
would be disturbed by these afflictions; for you yourselves know 

that we have been destined for this. For indeed when we were with 
you, we kept telling you in advance that we were going to suffer 
affliction; and so it came to pass, as you know. For this reason, 

when I could endure it no longer, I also sent to find out about your 
faith, for fear that the tempter might have tempted you, and our 

labor would be in vain.” 

—1 Thessalonians 3:1-5



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

REVIEW

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

Key concept: παρουσία (parousia)

a) the state of being 
present

b) coming so as to be 
present



OVERVIEW OF 3:1-5

• What has transpired since his involuntary separation 
from the Thessalonians?

▪ 2:17-20 – The resulting grief.

▪ 3:1-5 – The actions taken.

• Paul’s efforts on behalf of the Thessalonian church 
reveals the priority he placed on cultivating spiritual 
stamina among Christian disciples.



• This emphasis on spiritual stamina is observed in:

1. Paul’s Sacrifice for the Spiritual Stability of 
the Thessalonians (vv. 1-3a)

2. Paul’s Faithfulness in the Doctrinal 
Preparation of the Thessalonians (vv. 3b-4)

3. Paul’s Concern for the Faithful Endurance of 
the Thessalonians (v. 5)



1. Paul’s Sacrifice for the Spiritual Stability of the 
Thessalonians (3:1-3a)

“Therefore, when we could endure it no longer, we 
thought it best to be left behind at Athens alone” (v. 1)

• “Therefore” – introduces the consequence of Paul’s 
affection and longing for the Thessalonians (2:17-20).

• Paul shifts to focus on the actions he has taken in light 
of his inability to return to be present with them.



“Therefore, when we could endure it no longer, we 
thought it best to be left behind at Athens alone” (v. 1)

• “Endure” = “to bear up against difficulties.”

• The word was used to describe 
imperviousness to air, light, or 
water (e.g., watertight ships).

• Paul could no longer keep his concern for the 
Thessalonians from leaking out.



“Therefore, when we could endure it no longer, we 
thought it best to be left behind at Athens alone” (v. 1)

• “We” – a literary plural = Paul alone (see v. 5).

• “Thought it best” = “resolved.”

• “To be left behind” and “alone” – emphatic.

▪ It was not Paul’s desire or strategy to travel and 
minister alone.

▪ But Paul was willing to sacrifice what was 
beneficial for him to benefit the Thessalonians.



1. Paul and Silas leave Thessalonica for 
Berea; Timothy remains there before 
joining them in Berea (Acts 17:10).

2. Paul leaves Silas and Timothy in 
Berea and travels to Athens (17:14).

3. Paul sends word back to Berea 
requesting that Silas and Timothy 
join him in Athens (17:15).

4. Silas and Timothy join Paul in Athens 
(1 Thess 3:1-2).



5. Paul sends Silas somewhere in 
Macedonia (probably to Philippi); he 
sends Timothy back to Thessalonica 
(1 Thess 3:1-5).

6. Paul leaves Athens and travels alone 
to minister in Corinth (Acts 18:1).

7. Silas and Timothy rejoin Paul in 
Corinth from their respective trips 
(Acts 18:5; 1 Thess 3:6).



“and we sent Timothy, our brother and God’s fellow worker 
in the gospel of Christ” (v. 2a)

• Although Paul & Silas were temporarily forbidden to 
return to Thessalonica, Timothy was not (Acts 17:9-10).

• “Our brother” – a term of spiritual kinship & equality.

• “God’s fellow worker” (συνεργός,
synergos) – indicates partnership.

• “Timothy was no mere mailman or 
messenger boy” (Weima, 209).



“to strengthen and encourage you as to your faith, (v. 2b)

• Paul’s purpose in going on alone so that Timothy could 
be present with the Thessalonians was twofold:

1) “to strengthen you” = “to cause to be inwardly 
firm”

2) “to encourage” = “to bring comfort and hope”

• Aimed at their “faith” = the whole range of the Christian 
experience – the chief issue of life.



CO-LABORING WITH GOD: AN EXAMPLE

HUMAN INSTRUMENTALITY

Paul sent Timothy

“to strengthen” 

(εἰς τὸ στηρίξαι) 

the Thessalonians 

(3:2)

DIVINE CAUSATION

Paul prayed for God

“to strengthen” 

(εἰς τὸ στηρίξαι) 

the Thessalonians 

(3:13)



“so that no one would be disturbed by these afflictions” 
(v. 3a)

• “So that” – introduces the ultimate purpose in 
Timothy’s ministry of strengthening & encouragement.

• “No one” – Paul’s individual focus.

• “Would be disturbed” – root meaning: “wagging”; 
figurative meaning: “shaken, agitated, unstable.”

• “Afflictions” – pressure of a severe kind (1:6); the 
sufferings (2:14) that came because of faith in Jesus. 



• The spiritual stability of other believers, 
especially as they face pressure, should be 
our great concern. 

• That concern cannot remain in word only. It 
must motivate practical sacrifice for their 
benefit. 

• That sacrifice must be directly focused on 
strengthening and encouraging their faith.

IMPORTANT IMPLICATIONS



2. Paul’s Faithfulness in the Doctrinal Preparation 
of the Thessalonians (3:3b-4)

“For you yourselves know that we have been destined 
for this” (v. 3b).

• “For” – Paul introduces a two-part justification for his 
conviction that the Thessalonians not be shaken.

• “You yourselves know” – Paul again calls upon the 
Thessalonians’ experiential knowledge (1:5; 2:1, 2, 11).



“For you yourselves know that we have been destined 
for this” (v. 3b).

(1) “We have been destined” = “to set, appoint, ordain.” 

▪ Not by blind fate, but by God.

▪ Not in vain, but for a purpose.

▪ Not as an exception, but as a path.

▪ Not merely allowed, but designed.



“There is no justification here or 
anywhere else in Scripture for a 

health-and-wealth gospel in which 
believers are guaranteed a life free 

from difficulty and suffering.” 

—Weima, 1-2 Thessalonians, 213



“Whomever the Lord has adopted and 
deemed worthy of His fellowship ought 

to prepare themselves for a hard, 
toilsome, and unquiet life, crammed 

with very many and various kinds of evil. 
It is the Heavenly Father’s will thus to 

exercise them so as to put His own 
children to a definite test. Beginning with 
Christ, His first-born, He follows this plan 

with all His children.” 

—John Calvin



(2) “We kept telling you in advance” = “to tell before an 
event”; the instruction was prophetic and repetitive.

▪ “we were going to suffer affliction” – the content 
of the teaching (see Acts 14:21-22).

▪ Predictions of hardship was an integral part of 
Paul’s discipleship curriculum; he did not hide it 
(see Acts 20:25-27).

“for indeed when we were with you, we kept telling you 
in advance that we were going to suffer affliction, and so 

it came to pass, as you know” (v. 4).



• Ostracism, ridicule, and maltreatment are 
not odd exceptions to the Christian life. 
External affliction is designed for the 
Christian life by God Himself.

• Faithfulness to the truth requires us to 
think and speak about these realities as a 
central part of disciple-making.

• Humble submission to God’s design is key.

IMPORTANT IMPLICATIONS



“In regard of God, patience is a 
submission to His sovereignty. To endure 
a trial, simply because we cannot avoid 
or resist it, is not Christian patience. But 
to humbly submit because it is the will of 

God to inflict the trial, to be silent 
because the sovereignty of God orders 

it—is true godly patience.” 

—Stephen Charnock



3. Paul’s Concern for the Faithful Endurance of 
the Thessalonians (3:5)

“For this reason, when I could endure it no longer, I 
also sent to find out about your faith” (v. 5a).

• Paul repeats much of the same 
wording as in vv. 1-2.

• The two sentences form an inclusio 
(bookends) that serve to emphasize 
Paul’s concern for his converts’ faith.



“for fear that the tempter might have tempted you, 
and our labor would be in vain” (v. 5b).

• “for fear” = “a negative perspective expressing 
misgiving.”

• “the tempter” = “the one who entices to evil”—Satan, 
the enemy of faith and the faithful.

• “might have tempted” – the verb implies the activity 
was already taking place; Satan was laying traps.



“for fear that the tempter might have tempted you, 
and our labor would be in vain” (v. 5b).

• “our labor” = laborious toil that signified wear and 
tear, fatigue; the gospel ministry. 

• “would be in vain” – this verb implies that this 
consequence was not at all certain; it was only a 
possibility. 

▪ “vain” – empty toil, lacking in purpose

▪ Galatians 2:2; Philippians 2:14-16



“The apostle’s words create a sense of obligation for the 
Thessalonian believers: they must withstand these 
afflictions not only for their 
own sake but also for that 
of Paul so that his hard 
mission-founding work 
will not ultimately be ‘in 
vain.’” 

—Weima, 1-2 Thessalonians, 218



• We cannot be oblivious to the battle taking 
place over our spiritual endurance.

• Temptation to acquiesce to the world—
however small or seemingly insignificant—
is part of larger, transcendent conflict.

• The level of our vigilance—for ourselves 
and each other—must reflect this reality.

IMPORTANT IMPLICATIONS



“The road to the Kingdom is not so pleasant, and 
comfortable, and easy, and flowery, as many dream. It is not 

a bright sunny avenue of palms. It is not paved with 
triumph, though it is to end in victory. The termination is 

glory, honor, and immortality; but on the way, there is the 
thorn in the flesh, the sackcloth, and the cross. Recompense 
later; but labor here! Rest later; but weariness here! Joy and 

security later; but here endurance and watchfulness—the 
race, the battle, the burden, the stumbling block, and 

oftentimes the heavy heart.” 

– Horatius Bonar


