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I think we all agree that the gospel is good news. It’s good news that I am forgiven of my sin—that I have been born into the family—that I am destined for heaven not hell. All of that is very good news. And all of that is possible because of what Jesus has done for me.

The Bible is full of good news for the believer. When we consider God’s plan for us and where it ultimately takes us it is absolutely, unquestionably good news.
But I found in the Bible some aspects of that good news that I was hoping I wouldn’t find. One such verse is in our text.

We sent (Timothy) to strengthen you, to encourage you in your faith, and to keep you from being shaken by the troubles you were going through. But you know that we are destined for such troubles. 1Thessalonians 3:3 (NLT)

What is Paul saying believers are appointed to experience? Trouble, distress, hard circumstances, suffering —that is basically the meaning of the Greek word “thlipsis” which Paul uses in this verse—trials, affliction, trouble. No matter how you translate it, it is still not what I was hoping to find concerning God’s plan for my life.

I find it very easy to embrace passages like 
Phil 4:19 “And my God shall supply all your need according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus.” 
That sounds good to me. 
Deut 28:6 “Blessed shall you be when you come in, and blessed shall you be when you go out.” 

Deut 28:8 "The LORD will command the blessing on you in your storehouses and in all to which you set your hand, and He will bless you in the land which the LORD your God is giving you.” 
That ‘ill preach. Those are truths in the Bible that I believe and I embrace. 

But what am I going to do with a verse like 1Thessalonians 3:3? 
Well, there are several things I can do with it. I could just jump over it and try to find something more positive to think about. Have you ever thrown a rock across a pond or river and in such a way that it sort of skipped across the surface? That’s the way some people read the Bible. They hit a verse that suits them and kind of bounce over others until they get to another verse to land on. 
Another way I might deal with this verse is to just apply it to Bible days—that might solve my problem. “Trouble was something God walked those first century Christians through, bless their hearts, but I’m an American. This was for them but it doesn’t really apply to me today.” Except if I do that, then perhaps Deut 28 is just for Bible days and Phil 4:19 and all those other nice scriptures that I do like. 
There are ways to explain away or avoid certain subjects in the Bible. But if we will let the whole council of God speak into our lives we may find that it actually is profitable for us after all.

What is Paul saying about troubles in a Christian’s life?

1. Don’t be surprised when it happens. 

“In fact, when we were with you, we kept telling you that we would be persecuted. And it turned out that way, as you well know. ” 1 Thessalonians 3:4 (NIV)

Poor Paul had not been taught the importance of keeping everything positive in his message.  Even when these people were new converts Paul was warning them of the trouble they would experience. 

Now in that context the trouble came as a result of their testimony of Christ. It probably came in the form of lost opportunities on the job or maybe even lost jobs. In that culture many of the trade unions that protected the good jobs had their own pagan deity that was to be worshipped. There were probably financial consequences to their faith. Certainly there were social consequences. A Jewish family would often disown children who turned to the Christian faith. They would loose their inheritance. They would loose their family support system. In fact, the whole economy and political structure centered around the “divine” Caesar and his favor. Of course, we know from Acts that Paul and others were physically beaten and imprisoned because of the public stand for Christ.

On the surface our situation is very different. In central New Jersey it is politically correct and socially acceptable to be involved in a Christian church. In some respects it is advantageous. But I would suggest that is more on the surface than at the heart of the matter. What happens to the Christian who won’t laugh at the boss’s dirty jokes or won’t cooperate with a breach of integrity that makes the company money? What happens to a teacher that crosses the line and leads a student to Christ? Some of you work for less money because you will not compromise your Christian values to make more money. Some of you have lost friends and family because you could not do the things they wanted you to do. It is far more subtle in our setting but I think Paul was right when he wrote:

“Everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.” 2 Timothy 3:12 (NIV)

Listen to what the apostle Peter had to say about this:
“Dear friends, don’t be surprised at the fiery trials you are going through, as if something strange were happening to you…”
( There is a tendency for us to think something really strange has happened when a fiery trial comes into our lives. There is a tendency to think it is somehow contrary to what God has said would happen. There may even be the temptation to think God has somehow let us down. But both Paul and Peter are saying that troubles and difficulties are consistent with living for God. )

“Instead, be very glad—for these trials make you partners with Christ in his suffering, so that you will have the wonderful joy of seeing his glory when it is revealed to all the world.14So be happy when you are insulted for being a Christian,£ for then the glorious Spirit of God£ rests upon you.£ 15If you suffer, however, it must not be for murder, stealing, making trouble, or prying into other people’s affairs. 16But it is no shame to suffer for being a Christian. Praise God for the privilege of being called by his name! 1 Peter 4:12-16

Notice how Peter distinguishes between two kinds of suffering. Verse 15 “you suffer, however, it must not be for murder, stealing, making trouble, or prying into other people’s affairs. ”—suffering as a consequence of our own sin verses suffering as a consequence of our commitment to Christ. Is either happening in your life? Both happen in my life and have for quite some time. 
The way to deal with suffering that comes as a result of our commitment to Christ is to endure it joyfully—knowing that God will reward that kind of commitment. 
The way to deal with suffering that comes as a result of our own folly is to first repent (turn from it) then do the opposite (sow good seed that will in time yield a good harvest in your life).


What else is Paul saying about trials in our lives?

2. Watch out for the tempter in those situations. 

In 1 Thessalonians 3:5 Paul specifically mentions the devil’s involvement in all this. 

I was afraid that the tempter had gotten the best of you and that our work had been useless. 1 Thessalonians 3:5 (NLT)

Satan resists the spread of the gospel. Satan looks for opportune times of discouragement to tempt believers and try to bring them down. 

Don’t be surprised when you find yourself in a spiritual battle. There are plenty of scriptures warning us about these realities.  Satan is the tempter and quite simply that’s what he does; he tempts. He tempted Eve in the Garden. He tempted Jesus in the wilderness. And most of us have learned by now, he tempts us as well.

But a time of trial and testing has its own special issues of temptation. 
· When did the devil tempt Jesus to turn stones to bread? He did it when Jesus was hungry. 
· When did the devil tempt Judas to betray Jesus? He did it when all their hopes and plans seemed to be falling apart. 
Satan is an opportunist. He is a strategist. He looks for those moments when he can step in with his lies and suggestions—those times when you are tired or discouraged—those times when you have taken hit after hit—then he looks for an opportunity to deliver a knock out punch. That’s what Paul was worried about concerning these believers.

In his account of Jesus’ temptation Luke makes an interesting statement at the end of that event. 
“When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left him until an opportune time.” Luke 4:13 (NIV)

Praise God it is not all battle all the time. There are times when the enemy does not consider us vulnerable and does not waste his energy attacking. He lurks in the shadows waiting for an opportune time. You have seen lions stalk their prey on nature shows—the lion lies and waits—when he thinks the time is right he makes his play. He doesn’t attack the whole herd. He looks for a straggler on the edge of the herd.
Look with me at 1 Peter 5:8

Stay alert! Watch out for your great enemy, the devil. He prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour. Stand firm against him, and be strong in your faith. Remember that your Christian brothers and sisters all over the world are going through the same kind of suffering you are. In his kindness God called you to share in his eternal glory by means of Christ Jesus. So after you have suffered a little while, he will restore, support, and strengthen you, and he will place you on a firm foundation. All power to him forever! Amen.  1 Peter 5:8-11 (NLT)

Now why do Paul and Peter talk about these things? Are they trying to scare us? No, “God has not given us the spirit of fear but of love and of power and of a sound mind.”
Peter is addressing this so these Christians will be watchful and so they will know what to do when it happens. 
Verses 9 & 10   Look how that passage begins with the devil’s objective—devour. But ends with God’s objective-- after you have suffered a while, perfect, establish, strengthen, and settle you.

Strength to resist—strength to prevail is rooted in knowing some things. Knowing that 
· Others experience suffering as well. “Misery loves company.” Well you’ve got 5 or 6 billion people whose life is not perfect either. 
· God is a God of all grace. He has provided all things that pertain to life and godliness. He will empower you. He will sustain you. He will bring you through this. 
· He has called you to His eternal glory.
(4) He is perfecting, establishing, and settling you. He is preparing you for glory.

Never lose sight of where it all ends. 
Paul wrote in “And if our hope in Christ is only for this life, we are more to be pitied than anyone in the world.” 1Cor. 15:19 (NLT)

There is an eternal glory our heavenly Father is preparing us for. 
Don’t lose sight of the end of the matter. In Psalm 73 we find godly Asaph very disillusioned about his walk with God. It looked to him that the advantage went to the ungodly rather than the godly. 
But as for me, I almost lost my footing. My feet were slipping, and I was almost gone. For I envied the proud when I saw them prosper despite their wickedness. They seem to live such painless lives; their bodies are so healthy and strong. They don’t have troubles like other people; they’re not plagued with problems like everyone else. They wear pride like a jeweled necklace and clothe themselves with cruelty.” Psalm 73:2-6 (NLT)

Have you ever felt like that? Have you ever wondered why the ungodly seem to have it easier than you? Asaph is baffled by the troubles he is experiencing—even more so when he looks at wicked people who seem to have all the luck. In Ps 73 he pours out his complaint to God.


Then the key to the whole thing hits him—suddenly revelation comes and he understands what is going on:

Then I went into your sanctuary, O God, and I finally understood the destiny of the wicked. Truly, you put them on a slippery path and send them sliding over the cliff to destruction. In an instant they are destroyed, completely swept away by terrors.  Psalm 73:16-19 (NIV)

The difference lies at the end of the matter. One ends in terror and destruction. The other ends in glory and everlasting joy. 


There is a Heaven and there is a Hell and you and I will spend eternity in one or the other. That matters more than anything else. It matters more than how much fun you have. It matters more than how popular you are. It matters more than how much money you make. No, we just see beyond this very brief mortal life.

Don’t be surprised.

Watch out for the tempter.
One other thing Paul is saying about trials in the Christian’s life.

(3) We are to pray for and encourage one another in such situations.

Paul commends these Christians at Thessalonica for the love they are exhibiting toward one another. They are encouraging each other and supporting one another. Paul sends Timothy to add to that encouragement. 
“When we could stand it no longer, we thought it best to be left by ourselves in Athens.  We sent Timothy, who is our brother and God’s fellow worker in spreading the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you in your faith.” 1 Thessalonians 3:1-2

This whole chapter revolves around Paul’s concern for them. That concern caused him to sacrifice something dear. He needed Timothy to be with him at Athens. It was hard ground. It was difficult ministry. When Timothy left Paul felt very lonely—you can see that in some of the words he uses. He was stressed out but he sent Timothy anyway because he loved them and wanted them to be alright.

Night and day we pray most earnestly that we may see you again and supply what is lacking in your faith. 1 Thessalonians 3:10 (NIV)


Paul prayed for these people and asked them to pray for him. He prayed that he himself might go help them in their faith. He prayed that the love they were expressing would abound more and more. He prayed that they would stand firm and be ready for the coming of the Lord. 
Paul didn’t just pray out of religious obligation. His prayer for them flowed out of his love for them. I think that is the secret to a sustained prayer life—if God can get our hearts and fill them with love toward hurting people, we will pray.

Notice how Paul addresses the whole group. He puts himself in the boat with them and them in the boat with him. We are in this thing together. It is not every man for himself. Our commitment to the Lord is also a commitment to one another.

You and I may not be experiencing the same troubles that these Christians at Thessalonica were experiencing. But we deal with the same adversary. We are tempted by the same tempter. We need each others prayers and encouragement just like they did. And we need to keep our eye toward the coming of the Lord just like they did.

Don’t be surprised

Look out for the tempter

Encourage one another.
Let us pray.
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