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It’s a parents’ worst nightmare! Kidnapped at age 11, Jaycee Duggard (picture) was snatched on her way to school and 

hidden for nearly two decades behind a series of fences, sheds and tents in a suburban backyard compound less than 200 

miles from her childhood home. At the age of 14 Elizabeth Smart (picture) was kidnapped from her Salt Lake City 

home. She was found nine months later, 18 miles from her home. Shawn Hornbeck (picture) was kidnapped in 2002 at 

the age of 11 in Richwoods, Missouri. He was held for four and a half years by Michael Devlin before he was found safe 

in January 2007. It’s a parents’ worst nightmare! 

  In 1 Thessalonians 2, we don’t have a child being snatched, we have a parent being snatched, a spiritual parent being 

torn away from the family he loved. For Paul, it’s as real as if he was parent-napped. Listen to his words that he writes 

back to his spiritual children, “But since we were torn away from you, brothers, for a short time, in person not in heart” 

(1 Thes. 2:17).  

  Like Paul, it should break our heart to leave a church because we’re not leaving a church, we’re leaving a family. Jesus 

said, “By this all people will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35).  

  Paul loved these people. They loved him. It hurt him to have to get out of town because of the mob and leave them. 

Love means risking heartbreak.  

  This will be a tough message for some of you. You’ve been hurt by your family or in your marriage. You’re hesitant to 

risk being hurt again. Some of you have been hurt in a church. As a result, you’re gun shy. My friend, you’ll never have 

God’s best unless you love His people and let them love you. Turn to 1 Thessalonians 2:17-3:5 (p. 986).  

  Elie Wiesel (picture) observed “The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference.” There’s no place for indifference in 

our relationships with our Christian brothers and sisters. We should truly care for each other. Here we see Paul’s heart 

for these new believers. He expresses his care for his children in the faith in very emotional language. He wants them to 

know how painful this forced separation has been. 

  If we want to impact people for eternity, we must care for each other deeply. We must demonstrate love to each other 

and want to be together to strengthen and encourage each other spiritually. 

 While separated, Paul’s enemies were attacking his motives with these new converts. They were saying things like, “We 

understand how you got carried away by these smooth-talking foreigners. But their sudden departure and failure to return 

shows that they really didn’t care about you. They’re probably relaxing in some luxury hotel and chuckling about how 

easy it was to dupe you into following them. Why don’t you just forget this Jesus thing and go back to leading a normal 

life?”  

  When we’ve been out of touch with someone for some time. it’s easy to wonder if they really care. “Absence makes the 

heart to wonder.” We can understand how they were influenced by Paul’s enemies and accusers.  

  Paul lets them know how much he cares for them and how he’d come back and be with them if he could. First, we 

learn… 

 

1. If we truly care for each other, it grieves us to not be together. “But since we were torn away from you, brothers, 

for a short time, in person not in heart, we endeavored the more eagerly and with great desire to see you face to face” (1 

Thes. 2:17). Some of you grew up in families where they let you know that you weren’t really wanted or you were a 

hassle. When my Dad remarried, for some reason he felt that he needed to tell his new wife that “I was an accident” and 

then she felt that she had to tell me.  

  I’m appalled at what parents will say to a child. Every child needs to know they’re loved, important and wanted. Many 

children are needlessly insecure because a Dad or Mom neglects to fill their soul’s need for acceptance. Parents need to 

follow Paul’s example in letting his spiritual children know how much he loved and appreciated them. Gratitude is 

related to grace. God’s people should be the most grateful to God and for each other. We need to say it a lot and then say 

it some more.  

  The term great desire is the word for “craving.” Do you crave to be with your brothers and sisters in Christ? Is it a 

highlight of your week? We’re not worshipping unless there is togetherness. Convenience has removed communion from 

communication.  

  I’m glad folk can watch our worship service via the internet. Hopefully, they’re getting a blessing. But they’re missing 

being a blessing. If you shoot out of here after a service because you’ve done your time, you don’t understand spiritual 

family. Technology and efficiency has impacted the church and not always in a good way.  

  According to Robert Putnam in his book, Bowling Alone (picture), those who find meaningful community in their 

church has dropped from 48% in prior generations to 22%…and he wrote that over 20 years ago.  



  Paul wasn’t some celebrity pastor, hanging out in the green room, popping up on stage, then to disappear until the next 

Sunday. He loved his people and longed to be with them. When they hurt, he hurt. When they suffered, he suffered. 

That’s the church! It means that we know each other’s name and each other’s children’s names. It means that we know 

the joys and burdens of each other. It means that we not only offer to help, but we also ask for help.  

  When was the last time that you asked a brother or sister for help? When was the last time that you asked a brother or 

sister to pray for you, other than when you were having surgery or traveling? Because we know we’ve all got our act 

together and none of us struggle, so we don’t need prayer support. 

  I’ll start. Pray for me. There are some days I start out with the 6th commandment, “You shall not kill.” Today…so far so 

good! One Sunday I was headed to church and a motorcycle was in my lane, coming right at me so I gently tapped the 

horn. He gave me a one finger wave. He was lucky I was going to church to preach because I didn’t have time to hide the 

body. I’m “blessed” with a quick wit and a quick tongue. It’s not always a good combination. I need your prayers, you 

need mine and we need each other’s.  

  “Torn away from you” means to “bereave a parent.” Lineberry translates it “being orphaned from you.” James 1:27 

translates the same word as “fatherless.” It’s the picture of a parent losing a child. This thought of being orphaned 

emphasizes Paul’s sensitive care and anguish.  

  This is a God-thing. Remember Paul is a Jew, they’re Gentiles! But they’re brothers and sisters in Christ. For Paul it’s 

all about relationships – with Christ, with new Christians, with believers, with other gospel workers. People matter to 

Paul. They must matter to us. Until you see this church as a family, you’re missing out on God’s plan and His best.  

  Families should want to get together often. I know there are usually difficult members in the family whom you’d rather 

not interact with! Families are messy. But God has designed the family as the basic unit of society. Your family should 

be the place where you’re accepted just because of who you are, not because of anything deserving that you’ve done. 

Churches are spiritual families. If we care about each other, we want to be with each other.  

 

2. If we truly care for each other, we will warn them of our spiritual Enemy. Martin Luther (picture) said, “If you 

don’t believe in the Devil, it’s because you’ve never tried to resist him.” Paul did two things that we too often fail on in 

the Church today.  

  First, he taught them doctrine. Satan was out of Hebrew theology or the Old Testament. Even though they were young 

Christians, Paul warns them that they have a vicious spiritual Enemy.  

  Second, he warned them of spiritual danger. When was the last time you warned a Christian friend about a spiritual 

danger in his/her life? When was the last time a Christian friend warned you about spiritual danger in yours?  

  James 5:19-20 says, “My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and someone brings him back, let him 

know that whoever brings back a sinner from his wandering will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of 

sins.”  

  We have a responsibility for each other. Think about all of the “this world” things we warn each other about – bad food, 

vaccines, scams…yet we don’t warn a brother or sister about a spiritually deadly direction in his/her life? What’s more 

disastrous?   

  Satan is the root cause of our world’s problems. An old deacon prayed the same prayer every week, “Lord please clean 

out all the cobwebs in my life.” Week after week he prayed that prayer. “Lord, please remove the cobwebs from my 

life.” Finally, his pastor had heard enough. After the deacon finished he prayed, “Lord, I’ve got a better idea. Please kill 

the spider.”  

  Satan is real. If you aren’t a believer, his #1 strategy for you is to keep you from coming to faith in Christ today. If 

you’re listening to me right now and aren’t yet a Christian, don’t be surprised if your mind is being filled with all kinds 

of distractions. I don’t know how many times when I’m preaching that I see someone playing on their phone, dozing, 

passing notes, whispering with a friend. Satan doesn’t want them to pay attention. It grieves me because I know that 

someday they will give account to God for ignoring His Word.  

  Satan is like LeBron James defending a shooter to prevent him from scoring. He tries to prevent you from responding to 

the gospel. Once you become a Christian, the devil doesn’t give up on you. He just changes strategy. From that point on 

he tries to stop you. That’s what happened here.  

  Satan hinder us from being together. Paul wanted to visit them, but the devil stopped him, “because we wanted to 

come to you—I, Paul, again and again—but Satan hindered us.” The word for hindered means “to cut in on.” It was 

used of a runner in a race when another runner cuts him off. It was also used for making a road impassable.  

  Satan doesn’t want you to be with other believers. He wants to stop you from reading your Bible and praying. He 

doesn’t want you to attend church or be part of a small group. He works to stop you from giving, witnessing or serving 

God. He wants to stop you from doing what God wants you to do. 



  Remember Home Alone? (picture) The McCallister family flew out of Chicago to spend Christmas in Paris but 

accidentally left their youngest, Kevin, at home alone. His Mom does everything that she can do to get back home to her 

son. She finally manages to get a flight back to the States, but only gets as far as Scranton. She can’t get a flight to 

Chicago and ends up riding in the back of a van with a traveling polka band. She’s not going to be hindered. Multiply 

that passion a thousand times and that’s Paul. He’s trying to get back to these believers, but Satan hinders him. 

  If you’ve walked with the Lord long, you’re probably aware of Satan hindering you. But God is still in control. 1 John 

4:4, “Little children, you are from God and have overcome them, for He who is in you is greater than he who is in the 

world.”   

  We’re not sure how Satan hindered Paul. It’s interesting that government leaders were part of why he had to flee the 

city. Government is not a friend of grace. We’re foolish to put our hope in politics. Interestingly, it’s a retreating army 

that puts up obstacles and they’re only temporary. Satan though very powerful knows he is a defeated foe.  

  Satan tempts us with discouragement. “For this reason, when I could bear it no longer, I sent to learn about your 

faith, for fear that somehow the tempter had tempted you and our labor would be in vain.” Paul knew they were being 

persecuted. Nothing seems to tempt us as much to go spiritually AWOL as suffering. It tempts us to doubt God’s love. 

We can relate to Teresa of Ávila (picture) who during a time of suffering said to God, “Lord, if this is how You treat 

your friends, it is no wonder You have so few!”  

  Paul knew Satan was behind their suffering. His ploys haven’t changed since the Garden. As he tempted Eve to 

question God, in suffering he tempts us to question God and His goodness. Like a parent, Paul was concerned about their 

safety. It wasn’t physical safety, it’s something more vital – their spiritual safety. How often are we concerned for 

someone’s spiritual safety?  

  Opposition is inevitable for the child of God. Jesus told us, “In this godless world you will continue to experience 

difficulties. But take heart! I’ve conquered the world” (John 16:33, The Message).  

  Discouragement is one of the main ways Satan uses to stop us. There’s a fable about a day when the devil had a yard 

sale. His demons showed up to shop. All of his tools were on display for sale. They were labeled with price tags: anger, 

hatred, lust, murder, etc. At the end of the table was a tool without a label, but had the highest price of all. One demon 

asked, “What is that?” The devil said, “That’s my main tool. It’s discouragement.” “Why is it priced so high?” Satan 

replied, “Because most people don’t know it’s mine.”  

  Many moderns don’t believe in the devil, but Jesus did…and so did Paul. Paul knew Satan, and even more importantly, 

Satan knew Paul. How do we know? There’s an account in Acts 19 where seven sons of a Jewish priest named Sceva 

attempted to exorcise a demon from a troubled man. They called for the demon to leave in the name of Jesus. The demon 

in the man said, “I know Jesus, and I know Paul, but who are you?” Then the possessed man jumped on the seven 

would-be exorcists beating them up. The devil and his demons know Paul. What an honor! Do they know you by name? 

  Leonard Ravenhill (picture) wrote: “My main ambition in life is to be on the devil’s most wanted list.” Are you on 

Satan’s hit list? If you’re on his hit list, he’s not going to leave you alone. Rejoice that you’re a threat! 

 

3. If we truly care for each other, we’ll be motivated by what truly matters. We’re all motivated by something. May 

we be motivated like Paul.  

  Paul was motivated by the real world and glorifying Jesus. “For what is our hope or joy or crown of boasting before 

our Lord Jesus at His coming? Is it not you? For you are our glory and joy.” It’s wonderful to look forward to going to 

heaven. Let me tell you something much better – looking forward to all of those that you either led to the Lord or those 

that you were part of them coming to Christ. Paul was going Home to see all of his spiritual children. Because he loved 

Jesus, he loved people and lived for them. He’d planned for his retirement. Two things motivated him. He wanted to go 

Home and see Jesus. He wanted to take as many people to heaven with him as he could. He wasn’t going to go 

emptyhanded. Is that what motivates you? How’s your retirement plan? I hope it’s out of this world! 

  The only thing you can take to heaven is someone else. Everything else will be left behind. How many will be in 

heaven because of you? Our desire should be that when we reach our eternal Home, some will say to us, “I’m so thankful 

for you. It was your testimony, your life, your invitation to accept Christ…that’s why I’m here today.” Paul anticipated 

the joy in heaven of seeing people who were there as a result of his ministry.  

  Paul was motivated by love for his brothers and sisters in Christ. “Therefore when we could bear it no longer, we 

were willing to be left behind at Athens alone, and we sent Timothy, our brother and God's coworker in the gospel of 

Christ, to establish and exhort you in your faith, that no one be moved by these afflictions. For you yourselves know 

that we are destined for this. For when we were with you, we kept telling you beforehand that we were to suffer 

affliction, just as it has come to pass, and just as you know. For this reason, when I could bear it no longer, I sent to 

learn about your faith, for fear that somehow the tempter had tempted you and our labor would be in vain.”  



  The chapter division is unfortunate here. Therefore links to the preceding section. Paul wasn’t some celebrity pastor. 

He’s a shepherd. He wanted to go back to the sheep in Thessalonica. When he couldn’t, he sent Timothy.  

  For real pastors, their people get into their heart. It wasn’t just a job. He shares not only the gospel with them; he also 

shares his life with them. The gospel does that to you. Paul’s life is wrapped up with the lives of this church. He’s 

thrilled when Timothy brings a report of their faith and love. He’s pleased that the church wants to see him and he can’t 

wait to see them. 

  He makes personal sacrifice for them. “we were willing to be left behind at Athens alone.” One of the most difficult 

challenges Paul faced was the pain of isolation. When this letter was written, Paul was in Athens but his treasured 

Thessalonian friends were struggling. Troublemakers troubled this church. Paul, thinking about the suffering of his 

friends was in agony. He “couldn’t stand” to think of his loved ones facing stiff persecution.  

  There’s strong language here. The word “left” means “to leave loved one at death.” He loved them so much that to 

leave these new believers was like an experience of death. Pause and consider the depth of love that Paul had for other 

believers. How does your love for other believers compare?  

  He sent the best he had for them. “and we sent Timothy, our brother and God's coworker in the gospel of Christ, to 

establish and exhort you in your faith.” Listen to the terms of endearment Paul uses to describe Timothy: brother, 

coworker. To be without Timothy in the rabid paganism of Athens was a big give. It added to the strain and workload 

that Paul already faced. Yet, Paul could bear with a bout of loneliness better than a further period of suspense over the 

Thessalonians. He sent his son in the faith to his children in the faith. That’s how much that he loved them.  

 

4. If we truly care for each other, we’ll strengthen and encourage each other spiritually. “To establish and exhort 

you in your faith, that no one be moved by these afflictions.” 

  The last night Jesus spends with His disciples is a night of much prayer. Before He prays privately in the garden, He 

prays publicly in the upper room. Before Jesus prays for Himself and His own endurance, He prays for them and theirs. 

“I do not ask that you take them out of the world, but that you keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, 

just as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth” (John 17-15-17). 

  What Jesus does not pray for is as noteworthy as what He actually does. He does not pray that God will take them out 

of the world. Not now. Not yet. They still have work to do, orders to obey, a commission to fulfill. He does ask that His 

Father protect them from Satan.  

  And this is so important – He does not petition the Father to keep them from suffering or persecution or pain. He does 

not intercede with: “I pray you keep them from flood and fire, from prison cell and hospital bed.” He prays instead that 

as they remain in this world, they’ll be kept from falling under the power and influence of the evil one. For as His path to 

glory must pass through suffering, so must theirs…and so must ours.  

  And suffer they did. As the historical record is passed from the gospels to Acts and the epistles, we become witnesses 

of their many trials. They’re beaten, tormented, mocked, persecuted, reviled and exiled. Though history becomes hazier 

after the closing of the canon, tradition suggests that John alone dies a natural death. None are kept from suffering, but 

all are kept from falling. None are preserved from Satan’s scourging, but all are delivered from Satan’s authority. God 

hears the prayer of His Son and answers it. 

  God gives us something so much more powerful and wonderful than an escape from suffering. He gives us strength to 

endure and persevere. And we need each other to strengthen and encourage each other. It’s why Paul sent Timothy to 

strengthen and encourage them. We’re here for each other.  

  The word “bear” comes from a word meaning “roof.” When Paul couldn’t keep the roof on any longer, he sent Timothy 

to see how they were doing. Timothy was a spiritual rescue squad to help shore up their faith by encouraging them to 

trust God in the midst of trials.  

  We must teach new believers early on to expect trials and how to handle them by trusting in the Lord. Trials will come 

as a test of the genuineness of our faith. Paul’s was the concern of a spiritual parent for his children in the faith. It was 

the godly care we all should feel for each other. If you see a believer going through trials, care enough to come alongside 

to strengthen and encourage him/her in their faith. 

  The word “encourage” means to impart courage to someone. What oxygen is to the body, encouragement is to the soul. 

People gravitate toward encouragers. William Arthur Ward wrote: “Flatter me, and I may not believe you. Criticize me, 

and I may not like you. Ignore me, and I may not forgive you. Encourage me, and I will not forget you.” We can’t 

encourage each other spiritually without relationships. We’re not saved to be alone, we’re saved to be part of a 

family…to have relationships. Why don’t we have better relationships in our church?  

  We are too busy. God is not going to ask you when you get to heaven if you mowed your lawn or worked overtime. I 

don’t think He cares. Because we have so much going on, there’s little time for us think about spiritual things and invest 



in relationships. One author put it this way. “We try to have million dollar conversations in ten cent moments.” Doesn’t 

that describe our lives? We must choose to be intentional about relationships.  

  We are too proud.  Pride leads to posturing, which is a huge hindrance to Gospel-centered relationships. If you’re 

concerned to never appear weak, to never be transparent, to never be vulnerable, you’ll never experience genuine 

relationships. You won’t be able to spiritually strengthen your brothers and sisters or be strengthened by them. God 

made us for each other. Paul knew that. The Thessalonians knew that. Do you know that?  

 

Conclusion: G.K. Chesterton (picture) said, “How much larger your life would be if your self could become smaller in 

it.” You probably run into the same struggle I run into when you choose to sacrifice for others. We often sacrifice with 

clenched fists, not open hands. In spite of knowing what to do, and even loving the idea of love and sacrifice, when we 

do it – we struggle.  

  Sacrifice, loving, caring for others can start right here. It begins with the person across the row. It means breaking out 

of your safe circle. It’s the only way that we will have the joy and fulfillment God designed us for. We were designed for 

relationships. God didn’t make us islands. Love means risking heartbreak. When Christ comes back will you be glad 

or sad at your love for other Christians? Let’s end with three important lessons:    

  God’s people must be a top priority in our lives. The great commandments are to love God and to love people. When 

Paul sent Timothy he was left alone. His love for his friends made that sacrifice. Why? The gospel makes us a family. 

There’s giving – and receiving. We’re loved and we’re to love. Biblical love is self-less giving of yourself to meet the 

needs of someone else. While this love is a fruit of the Spirit, we still must work to love others and it can be hard work at 

times.   

  God’s people must be reminded suffering is part of discipleship. “Thru many tribulations we must enter the kingdom 

of God” (Acts 14:22). Becoming a Christian doesn’t bring a life of unending happiness. Suffering is unavoidable. Joy is 

our ultimate reward, but pain and suffering are part of our journey through this life.   

  God’s people need to be encouraged in their faith. Your brothers and sisters are often hurting. They’re assaulted by an 

evil world. Satan is a vicious enemy. Let’s commit to encouraging each other. Our encouragement must be gospel-

centered – aimed at spiritual maturity and growth. We’re brothers and sisters in Christ and partners in the gospel mission.   

  Back in 1990 on the eve of Desert Storm, General Colin Powell (picture) recalled a young African-American private 

being interviewed by celebrity anchorman, Sam Donaldson (picture) of ABC News. Donaldson asked the young private, 

“How do you think the battle will go? Are you afraid?”  

  The young man responded, “We’ll do okay. We’re well trained.” Then suddenly other soldiers milling around nearby 

said something in a very loud voice. The cameras kind of jolted and picked up on it, “Tell him again! He didn’t hear 

you!” So the young man repeated it, “This is my family. I’m not afraid because we will take care of each other.” That’s 

what Paul said to the Thessalonians. “I’m not afraid because we will take care of each other.” 

  That’s God’s desire for us. John 13:34-35, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I 

have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all people will know that you are My disciples, if you have love 

for one another.”  

 


