Lesson – 11                                      September 15, 2012                            Gladwin Mathews


Lesson – 11 Promise to the Persecuted
Read for your study: 2 Thess. 1:1-12, John 1:18, Rom. 2:5, 12:19, Rev. 16:4-7, 20:1-6, John 14:1-3.
Memory Text: “With this in mind, we constantly pray for you, that our God may make you worthy of His calling, and that by His power He may bring to fruition your every desire for goodness and your every deed prompted by faith.” 2 Thessalonians 1:11 (NIV)

Introduction: It is certain that if you live a godly life, you will be persecuted. It is not a matter of if; it is a matter of when and how much. It is for sure! 
We love to claim the promises of God. We love to claim His promises of provision and protection. But how many of us have claimed this promise: "Yes, and all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will suffer persecution" (2 Timothy 3:12)? I have not, after all who likes to be persecuted? 

Yet Jesus said, "Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you when they revile and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you falsely for My sake. Rejoice and be exceedingly glad, for great is your reward in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you" (Matthew 5:10-11).

In all the other beatitudes, the word "blessed" is used once, but in this particular beatitude, Jesus used the word "blessed" twice to emphasize the generous blessing given by God to the persecuted. As representatives of Christ, the reality is that if you follow Jesus, then you will face persecution because “all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will suffer persecution.” 
In John 15:18-21 Jesus clearly said, “If the world hates you, you know that it hated Me before it hated you. If you were of the world, the world would love its own. Yet because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you. Remember the word that I said to you... If they persecuted Me, they will also persecute you... because they do not know Him who sent Me."
While we may have serious questions about how to deal with our enemies or persecutors, how does one balance the thoughts for vengeance with Jesus’ words on the cross “Father, forgive them,” Luke23:34 and his teaching in the Sermon on the Mount “Love your enemies,” Matt. 5:44?  These are some hard words. But how does all this help in our lives and how we should speak and think about those who make life difficult for us? What promise of blessing is stored for the persecuted that Paul wants to give in this lesson? Let us dive into our study and find out! 
Fresh Greetings: We have been studying 1 Thessalonians and have learnt that Paul wrote this letter to the Thessalonians to build and strengthen their faith in Jesus. He also addressed the issue of the second coming of Christ and reminded them of the glorious hope of resurrection of their beloved who had died in Christ. Now we are studying 2 Thessalonians and the timing between the two letters was no more than a few months. 
Question: Why was 2 Thessalonians written so soon after 1 Thessalonians? Many scholars have suggested that the Thessalonians had misunderstood portions of Paul’s first letter, and Paul was writing back to them to correct those misunderstandings. 
Ellen White had some interesting words to say about the Thessalonians’ misunderstanding about Paul’s first letter to them. She writes, “The instruction that Paul sent the Thessalonians in his first epistle regarding the second coming of Christ was in perfect harmony with his former teaching. Yet his words were misapprehended by some of the Thessalonian brethren. They understood him to express the hope that he himself would live to witness the Saviour’s advent. This belief served to increase their enthusiasm and excitement. Those who had previously neglected their responsibilities and duties now became more persistent in urging their erroneous views.

In his second letter Paul sought to correct their misunderstanding of his teaching and to set before them his true position. He again expressed his confidence in their integrity, and his gratitude that their faith was strong, and that their love abounded for one another and for the cause of their Master. He told them that he presented them to other churches as an example of the patient, persevering faith that bravely withstands persecution and tribulation, and he carried their minds forward to the time of the second coming of Christ, when the people of God shall rest from all their cares and perplexities.” (Acts of the Apostles 264.1, 2) 
Did the disciples understood Jesus’ teaching? Jesus spent years on teaching the disciples. How many times did Jesus speak to His disciples about His upcoming suffering, trial, and death? Yet, they still did not get it. 

He spoke to them about it near Caesarea Philippi. (Matthew 16:21; Mark 8:31-9:1; Luke 9:22 27) He spoke about it again after descending from the mount of transfiguration a short time later. (Matthew 17:22-23; Mark 9:30-32; Luke 9:43-45) Finally, Jesus spoke again very plainly about His death in Matthew 20:17-19; Mark 10:32-34; and Luke 18:31-34 on their way up from Jericho to Jerusalem on His last journey just before His crucifixion, But, notice the words in Luke 18:34 “But the disciples did not understand any of these things; the meaning of the words was hidden from them, and they did not know what Jesus was talking about.” Was it God’s intention to hide these understanding from the disciples? This is not what we believe for sure!

Question: What is our experience in the hope of the second coming of Christ? Are we patient and persevering in faith, hoping for that glorious event of the second coming when we too shall rest from all our cares and perplexities? Have we understood the gospel as presented to us? Do we understand the real meaning of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ?  Do we have any misunderstandings about the second coming? 
Paul’s Thanksgiving: 

In 2 Thessalonians 1:3-10 Paul expresses joy for the Thessalonians. He was so overjoyed for them that he felt obligated to give thanks to God because their faith was consistently growing stronger and stronger. At the same time he commends their “patience” in affliction. Instead of faith, hope, and love, Paul talks about their faith, love, and patience. Because “patience” here is a substitute for “hope”, says the author. 
Our prayers should reflect our gratitude toward God for what He has done in our lives and what He gives to us. Our everyday words and thoughts should reflect a positive mindset of hope and joy in thankfulness towards God our Father for His great plan of salvation and our parts in it.
Thankfulness is a form of contentment, or we could view it as peace of mind or tranquility. A truly thankful person is usually not an individual who worries a lot. Being thankful puts our thoughts on God, rather than on our problems. In Colossians 3:15, Paul writes encouragingly, "Let the peace of God rule in your hearts to which also you were called in one body and be thankful." The more we allow God's peace to be in control, the more settled and more thankful we will become. On the flip side, the more thankful we are, the more God's peace will rule our hearts and minds.

The Thessalonians had become a model of Christian commitment and faithfulness under severe situations of affliction and trials by maintaining their strong faith. In his letter, Paul talked about their faith, love, and patience. This indicates that it had something to do with the fact that they were suffering persecution and afflictions! Yet, their faith was growing stronger. 
Generally, we see that living things grow or die. But can it also happen with the churches? Are we suffering any persecutions or afflictions? Are their signs of our healthy growth in faith? If so, then we must be thankful to the Lord! 
A constant attitude of thankfulness and earnest thanksgiving, no matter the circumstances, is a gift from God to us. Gratitude spreads a healing balm among those with whom we fellowship, and it will help to speed us along the path to God's Kingdom.
Suffering as a Sign of the End: We live in a society absorbed with its own feelings. There is oppression, abuse and suffering all over the world. "Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely." People abuse when they amass power' whether it be in the family, in the community, or in the nation. There is plenty of abuse of authority. We are moving rapidly toward the time when Christians will face trials and afflictions far worse than they have ever been in the past. We all know that in general, violence begets more violence. In Ecclesiastes 8:14 the righteous seem to receive all of the bad things, and the wicked seem to go through life unscathed, untouched. They have the big cars and the nice houses on the hill. They can take fancy vacations. Nothing bad ever seems to happen to them.
In 1 Peter 2: 19-21 Peter talks about suffering for God’s sake as thankworthy. In this passage, Peter is not saying that suffering is a commendable thing. What is commendable is that one has submitted to God's will and that he is suffering, not because he did something wrong, but because he did something right. In addition, he is not striking back, which is what his emotions would lead him to do. 

A main reason that I Peter 2:18-24 was written is to warn us that sometimes the innocent are caught in God's justice. They will have to suffer for something that they have not caused. The test for us is whether we will be able to accept God's justice, His judgment, and take it in the same spirit that Christ did. If anyone could ever cry out, "Unfair! Unfair!" Jesus Christ would have to be the One.

Pain should serve to teach and mature us, not box us into the darkness. Hebrews 2:10 says Christ learned by the things He suffered—His pain was His teacher. Likewise, our painful experiences can teach us the contrasts between this human life and the glorious life for which God is preparing us. 
God wants to see if we have faith in His judgment, in Him as an absolutely perfect Judge. Do we trust Him, or do we only trust Him when the going is good?
Fire , Destruction and Glorifying Christ: The full sentence in this week’s text (2 Thess. 1:3-10) provides a number of important details about the second coming of Jesus. When Jesus returns, He will afflict the afflicters and provide rest for the afflicted (see 2 Thess. 1:6, 7). He will come down from heaven in the company of powerful angels (2 Thess. 1:7). He will come with flaming fire and execute justice on those who have rejected God and the gospel of Jesus Christ (2 Thess.  1:8). the wicked are destroyed (2 Thess. 1:8, 9) while the righteous bring glory to Christ (2 Thess. 1:10). 
In 1 Thessalonians 4:16, 17, we learned that the righteous will be taken to heaven at the second coming. Thus, this earth will be left desolate for 1000 years. (Revelation 20:1-6). Having praised his Thessalonian friends in the first verses of 2 Thessalonians, Paul set the stage for some corrections that were needed. Proof that the second coming has not yet taken place is the fact that there has not been “flaming fire, destruction of the wicked, and the full glorification of Jesus in the eyes of all.” 

Question: How do we picture God who pays back with vengeance and punishment? God is a God of justice and love. He hates sin but not the sinner. He punishes the disobedient and loves those who obey His word. In Hebrews 13:5 God promises the righteous: “I will never leave you; I will never abandon you”. May we all be comforted with these promises! 
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