
II. VINDICATION THROUGH PAUL’S THANKSGIVING (2:13-16) 

 In this next section Paul moves from vindicating his preaching ministry, by shifting his 
focus on his thanksgiving. Paul’s thanksgiving is not an uncommon topic as Paul had 
already stated his thanksgiving to God for the Thessalonians in chapter one. The 
transition in topic is clear with Paul’s words, “and for this reason”1 which points forward 
to the content that is to follow.2 Here, Paul focuses his thanksgiving in two sections: (1) 
the Thessalonians reception of the word and (2) their perseverance in persecution. 

A. For Receiving the Word (v. 13) 

1. Thanksgiving to God. This passage is a theologically rich passage that shows 
the relationship between the true believer and the word of God. Paul’s main 
point is on his thanksgiving to God, we also constantly thank God. The 
believer constantly or unceasingly gives thanksgiving to God when people 
respond to the Word in obedience.  

 This idea is not foreign to Paul since he has already thanked God for the 
Thessalonians in chapter 1. Paul’s thanksgiving in chapter 1 highlighted the 
Christian living of the Thessalonians, whereas here in 1 Thessalonians 2:13 
the point of emphasis is on the root cause of that change—the word of God. 
Theologically, the Word of God sanctifies (Jn 17:17; Eph 5:25-26). The 
Thessalonians received God’s word and it caused sanctification in the life of 
the believer with the help of the Spirit.  

   

2. Recollection of Reception. The cause of Paul’s thanksgiving is then 
mentioned by recalling to mind their response to the word of God.3 This 
thanksgiving is caused by how the Thessalonians received the Word of God, 
when you received the word of God. This phrase highlights the action of 
receiving information.4 The term was often used to describe the passing on of 
information from a teacher to a student. A time of instruction was in mind 
here. Therefore, sanctification and spiritual growth does have aspects of 
intellectual exercise. God gave us minds to use and the Thessalonians used 
their God given capacity of learning to study the Scriptures taught to them by 
Paul and the other missionaries. 

                                                
1 Gk., καὶ διὰ τοῦτο. 

2 See Charles A. Wanamaker, The Epistles to the Thessalonians, NIGTC, 110. 

3 The use of the ὅτι clause indicates the cause of Paul’s thanksgiving.  

4 This participle can be classified as an ingressive aorist which highlights the Thessalonians entrance into the 
action of receiving.  



 The teachers in this context were the missionaries, which you heard from us. 
Paul reminds the Thessalonians that he was the messenger of God’s word. 
God called Paul and the missionaries to bring the Thessalonian believers the 
word of God. The Gospel message was audibly proclaimed to the 
Thessalonians.5 Theologically, we must remember that faith comes by hearing 
and by hearing the Word of Christ (Rom 10:17). The proclamation of the 
Word is the avenue God has chosen to save sinners. 

 Paul’s main idea in this clause is the reception of God’s Word.6 While the 
Thessalonians intellectually processed the truth of God this word 
communicates the idea of welcoming or accepting. As has been common with 
Paul’s argumentation he will provide two sides of one coin. On one side he 
will present how the Word of God should not be viewed; and on the other he 
will convey how the Word must be viewed. 

i. God’s Word is not from Man. Paul denies any concept that the word is a 
product of humanity’s knowledge, not as the word of men. The origin 
or source of Paul’s message was not something that came from man. 
While many religious teachers sought to assert their popularity or 
credibility as spiritual authorities, Paul did not give in to those tactics. 
Rather, Paul came bearing the Word of God. 

ii. God’s Word is Divine. Inversely, Paul uses a strong contrast to show 
that the Word is in fact from God Himself—it is a divine revelation.7 
But for what it really is, the word of God. Here, the reference to 
God’s Word is through the medium of preaching. While all preachers 
rely on God’s Word as their source of knowledge and authority for 
teaching, God has chosen preaching as the vehicle to deliver to His 
Word. Preaching here is in mind, but that preaching cannot be divorced 
from the ultimate source as we know it today, Scripture. 

 These qualities of God’s word are clearly established by Paul. But Paul does 
not end his discussion regarding their reception with the qualities of the word 
but speaks of its activity also, which also performs its work in you who 
believe.  

 The word of God has active power in the life of the believer. The message of 
the Gospel and the truth of His Word is not only useful at the point of 

                                                
5 The phrase can literally be translated, “you received a word of hearing.” 

6 Gk., ἐδέξασθε 

7 Use of the adversative conjunction, ἀλλὰ. 



conversion, but serves an active role in the life of every believer. It is the 
Word of God that does the performing in the believer’s life.8 

 The activity of God’s word is something that is continuous.9 Literally, the 
word of God provides energy and activity. The object of such activity is 
restricted to those who believer.10 When the believer hears the Gospel, it 
brings about change in a person’s life. The Gospel is not a series of 
philosophical ideas stacked up on top of one another, but the message of Jesus 
Christ who changes lives.  

 The word of God powerful works in the life of the believer as evidenced in the 
Thessalonians themselves when they turned from idols to the living God (1:9). 
Isaiah said that the Word of God does not return void (Isa 55:8-11) and 
always accomplishes its purposes. In the same way, Scripture is an essential 
element to a ministry that changes lives. 

 

B. For Perseverance in Persecution (vv. 14-16) 

 The Thessalonians gladly received the Gospel proclamation of the missionaries. As 
a result of their reception of the Gospel came perseverance in the midst of hardship 
and difficulty. This is evident in 1 Thessalonians 2:14-16.  

1. Suffering as a Common Experience Among Believers (v. 14a). Paul begins by 
highlighting the sufferings faced by the Thessalonians were sufferings faced 
by the church in Judea, For you, brethren, became imitators of the 
churches of God in Christ Jesus that are in Judea. The church in 
Thessalonica became imitators in the sense that they shared in the same 
experience as the church in Judea.  

 The affectionate use of the term “brethren” shows that it is a familial 
experience among believers to suffer. Hardship is an experience of the 
Christian life that is shared among all who are under God’s roof. Leon Morris 
states, “Persecution in some form is the common lot of Christians and, in the 
nature of the case, always must be (cf. 2 Tim 3:12).”11 

 The church in Judea faced many hardships. They occurred as early as prior to 
Paul’s conversion (cf. Acts 7-8). Paul understood the type of sufferings the 

                                                
8 The relative pronoun could refer to God, but clearly should be taken with “word” since it is the subject of the 

sentence as the nominative case. 

9 Present tense of the verb, PMI3S ἐνεργεῖται. 

10 PAPMDP τοῖς πιστεύουσιν. 

11 Leon Morris, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians, 81-82. 



early church suffered since he himself was the cause for much suffering. Paul 
was present during Stephen’s stoning (Acts 7:58) and threw many of the 
believers in jail (Acts 8:1-3). 

 These churches of God were specifically identified as churches of God in 
Christ Jesus. The sufferings of these individuals were directly tied to their 
relationship with Jesus Christ. This is not a surprise since Christ Himself 
proclaimed, “If the world hates you, you know that it has hated Me before it 
hated you” (Jn 15:18). Paul echoed this principle toward the end of his life 
when he wrote 2 Timothy 3:12, “Indeed, all who desire to live godly in Christ 
Jesus will be persecuted.” 

 Suffering is a part of the Christian life that is unavoidable. While many may 
not feel comfortable with the idea of a life of suffering, believers truly 
understand the trade off is joy in Christ and the power of a transformed life. 

2. Suffering from the Hands of Family (v. 14b). Paul then explains the source of 
their sufferings. Paul states that the sufferings of the Thessalonians paralleled 
the sufferings of those in Thessalonica. They experienced the same 
sufferings. This is placed at the forefront of the clause showing forth its 
importance. These particular sufferings likely refer to some event or series of 
events that occurred among the Thessalonians after Paul’s departure.12 

 The reference to countrymen could mean several different people groups. 
Either, these persecutors were Jews persecuting Jewish Christians within the 
believing community of Thessalonica or they were Gentiles persecuting 
Gentiles. There is a third view that should be preferred. The term countrymen 
should be considered in a local sense and could include both Jewish or Gentile 
persecutors. These persecutors worked together to target the believing church 
in Thessalonica that consisted of both Jews and Gentiles.  

 The comparison is made reaffirming the imitation of the Thessalonian 
churches, even as they did from the Jews. Those who were in Judea were 
persecuted by Jewish people. Therefore, in this context the comparison is 
made that  

 In principle, whenever Jews or Gentiles receive Christ they are radically 
different from their former lives. This can often lead to persecution since the 
unbelievers are spiritually left behind by the regenerated believer. Perhaps 
some may feel as though the new man in Christ is morally or spiritually 
arrogant. Since one from among the group has found redemption from sin, 
those who are left in that sin feel slighted or offended. 

 

                                                
12 D. Edmond Hiebert, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 118. 



3. The Extremity of Suffering (v. 15a). While Paul is still comparing the 
sufferings of the Thessalonians to the Judean church he shows the extremity 
of the suffering by pointing out several examples.  

i. The death of the Lord Jesus. The Judean church suffered at the hands of 
the Jews who are described as those who both killed the Lord Jesus. 

 The Jews are described as those who are responsible for killing the Lord 
Jesus.13 The Jews were responsible for the death of not merely a man 
named Jesus, but the One who is in fact the Lord. The order of the Jews 
heinous activity is interesting. Chronologically, the prophets were killed 
first, but here Jesus is mentioned first to highlight the importance of the 
Lord’s death.  

 While it is true that Jesus died in the hands of the Roman government, it 
was the Jewish people that rejected Him as Messiah that led to His 
crucifixion. Paul could not have been anti-Semitic having been a Jew 
Himself. We also know that Paul had a deep affection for the conversion 
of his own countrymen (Rom 11:14). Paul was merely recounting the 
historical account of the Messiah’s death.  

ii. The Persecution of the Prophets. Students of 1 Thessalonians should be 
aware of the interpretive issue in this passage. A translation change may 
be suggested at this point. While the NASB reads, “who both killed the 
Lord Jesus and the prophets” (emphasis added), it could be translated as 
“who killed the Lord Jesus and persecuted the prophets and us.”14 It may 
be best to take the second option that says that the prophets were 
persecuted along with Paul and his ministry associates. Below are a few 
of the reasons why this view should be favored:15 

1. It is anticlimactic to name the OT prophets after the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

2. Paul’s purpose in this section is to vindicate his ministry, which 
purpose is well served by association with the OT prophets. 

3. The tense of the participle is aorist rather than present. If the 
“persecutions” were a reference to Paul it would have been in the 
present tense.   

                                                
13 The construction is interesting since the words “Lord” and “Jesus” in the original are separated with the phrase, 

“killed.” Gk., τῶν καὶ τὸν κύριον ἀποκτεινάντων Ἰησοῦν. 

14 For a summarization of arguments for OT prophets see D. Edmond Hiebert, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 120-21. For 
an argument for Christian prophets see Gary S. Shogren, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 112. 

15 Dr. Thomas, Exegetical Digest of 1 Thessalonians, 92. 



iii. The Persecution of the Apostles. The indictment against the Jews 
continues as they drove out the missionaries, and drove us out. It is 
well known that Paul’s relationship with the Jews was not healthy. They 
often saw Paul’s conversion and ministry as disruptive to Jewish 
teaching and tradition because of his proclamation that Jesus is Messiah. 
The apostles were treated poorly by the Jews as they proclaimed Jesus 
(Acts 8:1; 9:28-30; 13:50; 14:5-6; 16:39; 17:14).  

4. Paul now turns from specific examples of their rebellion to the principle 
results of their behavior. These are expressed in 1 Thessalonians 2:15b-16.  

i. Displeasing to God. The first result of this behavior is their displeasure 
to God, they are not pleasing to God.16 The Jews in this state of 
rebellion toward God and His people are described to be in a continual 
and active position of displeasure before God.  

 The persistent activity and unchanging heart attitude of the Jews to 
continual persecute God’s chosen messengers results in displeasure to 
their God. Ironically, the Jews were zealous people who wanted to 
please their God with all of their laws and regulation above the revealed 
word of God but tragically were accomplishing the very opposite. 
Disobedience and a lack of true Christian love for God and His people 
leads to the displeasure of God. 

ii. Hostile Toward Men. The Jews were hostile toward all men (vv. 15c-
16a). This hostility of the Jews was seen in their refusal to allow the 
Gospel to reach the Gentiles, but hostile to all men, hindering us from 
speaking to the Gentiles so that they may be saved.  

 The Jews hostility was geared toward individuals who sought to 
proclaim the Word of God to those who were in greatest need, the 
Gentiles. Again, these individuals are described as continually hindering 
the persistent attempts for the Gospel to reach these individuals.17  

 Individuals who prevent the work of the Gospel are guilty of the greatest 
form of hostility toward man. In one sense the Jews were guilty of 
attempting to gag God from speaking His Word. 

 The purpose of their hostility is described by Paul, with the result that 
they always fill up the measure of their sins.18 The reason why God 

                                                
16 PAPMGp, ἀρεσκόντων. 

17 PAPMGP, κωλυόντων. 

18 There is debate regarding the function of the Greek grammatical construction εἰς τὸ + infinitive. It is best to 
take the grammatical construction expressing purpose rather than result. Therefore, it may be understood as follows, 
“hostile to all men . . . with the purpose that they always fill up the measure of their sins.” 



has not dealt with these individuals for their violent acts towards God’s 
people is because there is a certain measure of sin for which they are 
allowed. The reprobate have not yet reached such a capacity therefore 
God’s judgment awaits these sinful individuals.  

 The idea that their actions occur always shows forth the bondage of the 
unregenerate heart to sin.19 Theologically, this shows forth the total 
depravity of man. Unless God divinely intervenes then the non-believer 
is constantly bound to their sin and storing up for themselves a wrath 
that is yet to be poured out upon them.  

 This is in agreement with Paul’s statement in Romans 11 where he 
describes a partial hardening of the hearts of the Jews. The book of Acts 
also reports that it was God’s predetermined plan for Jesus to die at the 
hands of the Jews (2:42ff). Jesus affirmed the hard hearts of the Jews in 
Matthew 23:31-33 where he tells them to, “Fill up, then, the measure of 
the guilt of your fathers” (v. 32). This is stating that the Jews were in a 
state of sin and that only so much more sin could be allotted by God 
before the coming judgment. 

 As far back as the Old Testament the Lord has consistently dealt with 
people in this way. God told the Amorites in Genesis 15:16, “ . . . the 
iniquity of the Amorite is not yet complete.”  

iii. Awaiting Judgment. The last quality here explains what happens when 
the cup of God’s patience has reached its peak. Since the Jews have 
acted in such disobedience before God the only possible conclusion is 
their eschatological judgment, But wrath has come upon them to the 
utmost.  

 This is a reference to the eschatological judgment that God will bring 
upon those who live in a constant state of rebellion who store up for 
themselves wrath on the last day. Although the specific wrath is not 
mentioned we know this to be a reference to God’s wrath. It is God who 
punishes sin (cf. Rom 5:9).  

 This wrath has definitely come to the Jews.20 Since the Jews had 
behaved in such rebellion to God and have filled up their cup with 
judgment, there is now no turning back for them. The judgment of God 
is upon them and are guilty of their sin. The Apostle John had alluded to 
this concept in John 3:18, 36. 

                                                
19 Gk., πάντοτε. Here, describes the timing of their filling up. 

20 The aorist tense of the verb (AAI3S ἔφθασεν) shows the definitive action as well as the phrase, “to the utmost” 
(Gk., εἰς τέλος). 



 John 3:18, “He who believes in Him is not judged; he who does not 
believe has been judged already, because he has not believed in the 
name of the only begotten Son of God.” 

 John 3:36, “He who believes in the Son has eternal life; but he who does 
not obey the Son will not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him.” 

 


