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When we think of some of the great missionary texts of the NT we naturally think of 
Matthew 28:18-20, John 20:21-22, and Romans 10:14-15. However, I want to suggest 
that a passage which provides one of the clearest descriptions of the character of 
Christian mission is one that is rarely, if ever, spoken or written about in the context of 
mission.  
 
I am referring to 1 Thessalonians 3:1-5. Here Paul implicitly presents to his readers, and 
therefore us, his understanding of the purpose of mission. In short, mission is more than 
just evangelism; it's more than just getting the gospel out, or even getting people 
converted. That is just the beginning. Mission is also about bringing these newly-
established churches to maturity, so that they can withstand the evil one, and be presented 
by the apostle, blameless on the last day.  

1 Thessalonians 3:1-5  
 
"So 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, so that no one would be 
unsettled by these trials. You know quite well that we were destined for them. 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. For this reason, when I could stand it no longer, I sent to 
find out about your faith. I was afraid that in some way the tempter might have tempted 
you and our efforts might have been useless."  
 
Paul visited Thessalonica about 50AD. Some Jews were converted through his preaching 
in the synagogue, and quite a few people came to the Lord from outright paganism. 
However, the visit of Paul and his friends was cut short by persecution.  
 
The Jews became jealous at the rising popularity of this 'heretical sect' and they hired 
some ruffians (or as the KJV colorfully describes them, "lewd fellows of a baser sort") to 
attack the Christians. Some believers were arrested, and it was felt that for everyone's 
general safety it would be better if Paul and his companions made a discrete withdrawal. 
So, one night, under the cover of darkness they left the city.  
 
This young church, perhaps just a few weeks or months old, is now in a sense left to its 
own resources. Paul had taught them the basics of the faith, but the work wasn't finished. 
There was still much they needed to know if they were going to survive as a tiny church 
in a hostile world. Paul is deeply concerned for the welfare of his children in the Lord. He 
writes that with much desire 'we were overwhelmingly eager to see you face to face' 



(2:17). Again and again the apostle tried to find ways to return to the church, but he had 
repeatedly been hindered. While this may have been due to ill health or persecution 
elsewhere, ultimately Paul sees behind it the malevolent hand of Satan (v.18).  
 
After these repeated frustrations, Paul just can't bear any longer to have his spiritual 
children left alone. He is not able to go himself so he sent Timothy, 'our brother and 
God's fellow worker in proclaiming the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you 
for the sake of your faith'. (3:2). You would be hard pressed to find a better summary of 
mission than that one!  
 
Paul sends Timothy. Mission is about being sent, and sent not primarily to build bridges 
or pull teeth or sell computers or treat sicknesses, although these works are important and 
noble. Mission is about being sent to proclaim the gospel of Christ. Relief work is about 
meeting temporal, physical needs. Both are important and, of course, in very many cases 
both go hand in hand, but they are not the same.  
 
Why, in this instance, does Paul send out Timothy to proclaim Christ? Certainly not to 
plant a church, since the church has already been planted. He is sent to strengthen and 
encourage them. In other words, they are already believers but the work of mission 
amongst them isn't finished because they need to be built up so they can persevere until 
the end.  
 
It is worth noting that Paul sees it necessary to send Timothy because the faith of the new 
believers will always be tested and shaken, and unless they are strong it won't survive.  
 
Paul, unlike so many in the western church, understood that suffering is an integral part 
of the Christian life. If you ask someone, what are you destined for as a Christian? They 
will probably reply that they've been ordained for eternal life, and adoption as sons, and 
glory.  
 
Of course, all that is true. However, I doubt many would include in their answer what the 
apostle included: 'indeed, you yourselves know that this is what we are destined for.' (v.3) 
We were destined to suffer. It is for this reason that teaching regarding suffering was part 
of the basic instruction that Paul gave to his churches (v.4). ('In fact, when we were with 
you, we told you beforehand that we were to suffer persecution').  
 
When people become Christians we normally guide them through a series of basic studies 
on the Christian life, with teachings on salvation, faith, obedience, reading the Bible, 
prayer, going to church, and witnessing. These are very good, but I think Paul would add 
an eighth study: suffering.  
 
Since suffering is such an integral part of what it means to follow Jesus and because, to 
varying degrees, it will come to anyone who's prepared to stand up and be counted, then 
it is essential that people be taught and encouraged and strengthened, lest all the hours 
and weeks and months spent in evangelism all be for nothing. 'I sent to find out about 
your faith; I was afraid that somehow the tempter had tempted you and that our labor had 



been in vain'.  
 
A passage such as 1 Thessalonians 3:1-5 ought to keep us from shallow and superficial 
understandings of mission. It is certainly true that the last 20 or 30 years have seen a 
growth in missionary work unparalleled and unprecedented in human history. It is true 
that 8 out of every 10 people on the globe have access to a full Bible in their own 
language, and 9 out of 10 to a New Testament. It is true that radio broadcasts cover 99% 
of the world's population. It is also recorded that over half the world - 3.3 billion people 
have seen the Jesus film, and there are reports that show that there have been over 100 
million decisions for Christ as a result of seeing this film. All of this may be true, but 
passages like this one help us not to get too carried away by such statistics.  
 
Our work is not just getting the gospel available and out - that's step one.  
 
Our work is not just bringing people to a point where they turn away from their lives of 
godlessness and follow Jesus - that's step two.  
 
Our work is then sending people out so that these believers can be further taught and 
equipped and strengthened so that they can press on to the end. And that is a spiritual and 
eternal reality that no statistic on earth can quantify. According to the New Testament the 
work of mission - evangelizing, teaching, and bringing to maturity - isn't over until it's 
over.  
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