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Last week we began our series in 2Thess which we have entitled, “Living 

According to Hope.” In the opening verses of 2Thess we were reminded that 

God often works through suffering to accomplish good purposes in our lives.  

And we discovered that the persecution of this world, the believer’s 

perseverance under that suffering, and God’s work of sanctification in our 

lives as we persevere is all evidence of God’s favor toward us as He 

authenticates our faith and shapes in us a life worthy of God’s kingdom—a 

life that resembles Jesus.   

 

It is certainly helpful and encouraging to know that God is good and that He 

is working out good purposes in our lives, even through our afflictions. But 

what about those who afflict evil on us—especially when they escape justice 

in this life? How are we to continue persevering with hope when we are 

suffering for doing what’s right before God, yet all around evil seems to be 

triumphing over us and the whole world? How do we live according to hope 

in the face of evil and unrelenting persecution?  

 

What we are going to see in the remaining verses of chapter 1 is that 

Believers can live in hope of the Day of the Lord, knowing that in His 

perfect justice, God will deal out retribution to those who persecute the 

church, and He will grant deliverance and glory to His people. In other 

words, there is a day of reckoning coming, when the perfect justice of God 

will both vindicate God’s people and execute retribution toward those who 

afflict us. No person will escape the justice of God. For believers whose sins 

have been paid for by Christ, God’s justice will be sweet relief. But for those 

who have rejected Christ, God’s justice will be inescapable judgment.  

 

One of my roles as a pastor/preacher is to keep encouraging you to adopt a 

long view of life—to have an eternal perspective. And that’s what Paul is 

doing here for the Thessalonians. We can easily grow discouraged or 

 
1 American Dictionary of the English Language: Noah Webster, 1828.  

disgruntled when we are short-sighted and only see the injustice 

immediately around us. But we must never underestimate the fact that God 

is working in even the most precarious and painful situations, and that no 

injustice will escape divine reckoning.  

 

The term justice means, “giving to everyone what is his due…in conformity 

to the law.”1 However, some today are trying to redefine justice. There is a 

perverted notion by some in our culture today that justice is no longer 

determined simply by a person’s actions and conformity to the law. For 

example, some who commit criminal acts of violence have been allowed to 

escape full accountability to the law because they are considered socially 

and economically disadvantaged—and this in the name of justice (so that if 

you are considered disadvantaged (or a minority), your crimes are measured 

on a different scale of justice, which by its very nature is unjust).  

 

While there is an aspect of biblical justice that includes caring for the poor 

and helping the needy, it does not minimize the reality that God’s justice 

will be impartial and punitive toward those who break His law and commit 

acts of evil. This is why Paul says in vs. 6, “it is just for God to repay with 

affliction those who afflict you.” So, the first thing we see is that God’s 

justice (and therefore any true justice) is punitive and retributive for those 

who break His law. Those who afflict shall incur affliction.  

 

Yet it’s also important for us to grasp from the wider lens of scripture that 

God’s justice is perfectly righteous. Psalm 89:14 declares that 

“righteousness and justice are the foundation of Your throne…” Or as 

Zephaniah declared, because the Lord is righteous, He will do no injustice 

(3:4;).2 This means that God’s justice, though severe, is never an emotional 

overreaction out of uncontrolled exasperation or rage. God’s justice is 

weighty because there are no minor infractions against His holy will.  

 

This means that the gospel is not merely a good option. Either all of your 

sins will be paid for by Christ, or you will face the divine Judge for every sin 

as treason against God Himself. The severity of God’s justice is not a divine 

2 Cf. Job 37:23; Also Note: The Hebrew words for justice (mishpat) and 

righteousness (tsedaqah) are frequently paired together in the Old Testament.  



overreaction. The severity of God’s justice reveals the true severity of our 

sin. And the severity of our sin, reveals the remarkable beauty and grace of 

the gospel in which Christ fully paid for the sins of those who trust in Him. 

So Proverbs 21:15 is never more true than it is in the shadow of the cross: 

“The execution of justice is joy for the righteous, But is terror to the workers 

of iniquity (Prov 21:15).  

 

So what will be the outcome of God’s justice? Paul gives 3 answers to this 

question:  

 

1. God’s justice will bring relief and deliverance to God’s people 

(2Thess 1:7).  

 

[vs. 6-7] There is an appointed day when God will bring about total and 

eternal relief from persecution and affliction for His people. And that day is 

the day of the Lord when Christ returns to exact divine judgment on the 

earth. It will be a day of joy for the righteous and a day of terror for the 

wicked. While God often extends mercy in our daily lives as we pray for His 

intervention, we are also told that “all who desire to live godly in Christ 

Jesus will be persecuted” (2Tim 3:12). So in this life, we should not be 

surprised, as Peter says, by the “fiery ordeal among you, which comes upon 

you for your testing, as though some strange thing were happening to you.” 

Full and final relief from affliction is not promised until the Day of the Lord.  

 

Yet we can persevere in this age of affliction and persecution, knowing that 

Christ will come to secure eternal relief and refuge for His people. And when 

He comes, vs. 7 says He will “be revealed from heaven with His mighty 

angles in flaming fire.” The fact that Jesus will be revealed from heaven with 

angels under His command points to His divine authority to execute 

judgment—a judgment of fire. Paul seems to be drawing much of what he 

says here from Isaiah 66, which declares that “the hand of the Lord will be 

made known [revealed] to His servants, for behold the Lord will come in fire 

and His chariots like the whirlwind, to render His anger in fury, and His 

rebuke with flames of fire. For the Lord will execute judgment by fire and by 

His sword on all flesh, and those slain by the Lord will be many” (Isa 66:14-16).  

 

So church, we persevere in this age of persecution by fixing our eyes on the 

day of Christ’s return to establish perfect justice—a day of joy for the 

righteous in Christ and a day of terror for the wicked.  

2. God’s justice will deal out retribution to those who reject Christ 

and persecute His people (2Thess 1:6, 8-9).  

 

Vs. 6: “For it is just for God to repay with affliction those who afflict you…” 

Vs. 8: “dealing out retribution to those who do not know God and to those 

who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. These will pay the penalty of 

eternal destruction, away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory 

of His power.”   

 

Retribution carries the idea of paying back, or in this case, dealing out the 

punishment that sinners deserve. Other translations use the word 

vengeance. God will vindicate His people. This is why Paul could say in 

Romans 12, ““Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the 

wrath of God, for it is written, "Vengeance is Mine, I will repay," says the 

Lord.” Unlike humans who often seek revenge with sinful passion, God’s 

retribution is never impulsive or out of control. As Paul states in Romans 

3:5, “the God who inflicts wrath is not unrighteous.”  

 

The only possible way for your sin to not be repaid with the vengeance of 

God, is if it has already been paid for by the blood of Christ. On the cross 

Jesus incurred the wrath of God for the sins of those who trust in Him. This 

is why Paul describes those who will face the retribution or vengeance of 

God as those who “do not know God and who do not obey the gospel of our 

Lord Jesus” (8). The only way to know God is through Jesus who reconciles 

us to God by His atoning death—taking away the offense of our sin. Jesus 

said in John 17, “this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true 

God, and Jesus Christ whom You hast sent.” Earlier in John 14 Jesus said, “I 

am the way and the truth and the life, no one comes to the Father but 

through Me.” Jesus Christ is the only means by which you can truly know 

God. And the offer of Himself in payment for your sin is not only an 

invitation to receive His grace though the gospel; it is also the summons of 

the King of heaven. To refuse His invitation, to refuse the offer of Himself is 

to fail to obey the gospel by not coming under the rule and reign of Jesus as 

Lord and therefore persisting in rebellion against God, invoking His just 

retribution.  

 



So what is the penalty for those who reject Christ? Verse 9 says, “These will 

pay the penalty of eternal destruction, aways from the presence of the Lord 

and from the glory of His power.”  

 

Eternal destruction has the sense of utter ruin—“the end of all that is 

worthwhile in life.”3 Imagine the torment of an eternal existence of 

“uselessness, hopelessness, meaninglessness, with no value, worth, 

accomplishment, purpose…or hope.4 This is what it means for life to be void 

of the presence of God. Now add to that the just punishment for one’s sins 

against God and those created in His image. The NT elsewhere describes 

this godless existence as “the punishment of eternal fire” (Jude 7), 

“unquenchable fire” (Mt 3:12), a “fiery furnace” (Mt 13:42, 50), the 

“blackest darkness” that “has been reserved forever” (Jude 13), and a fiery 

lake of burning sulfur” (Rev 21:8).5 And all of this in the company of Satan 

and his demons along with every other godless person—“the cowardly and 

unbelieving and abominable and murders, and immoral persons and 

sorcerers and idolators and all liars” (Rev 21:8). Hell is the place of utmost 

misery.  

 

And the only possible way one could be delivered from this eternal torment 

would be by the power of God yet vs. 9 excludes even this possibility: “away 

from the glory of His power.” When a person rejects God, they reject any 

hope of escaping eternal torment. The justice of God is terror for the wicked.  

 

3. God’s justice will bring glory to Christ and to His people on the day 

of the Lord (2Thess 1:10).  

 

[vs. 10] The essence of vs. 10 is that not only will believers marvel with 

adoration when they see Jesus, but the glorious likeness of Jesus will be 

seen in them when they are suddenly changed in a moment, in the twinkling 

of an eye (1Cor 15:52). When we see Him we shall be like Him, for we shall 

see Him as He is (1Jn 3:2). To the Philippians Paul wrote, “our citizenship is 

in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord Jesus 

Christ; who will transform the body of our humble state into conformity with 

the body of His glory, by the exertion of the power that He has even to 

subject all things to Himself. 

 
3 Leon Morris, The New London Commentary on the New Testament: Epistles to the 

Thessalonians, pg. 206.  
4 John MacArthur, The MacArthur NT Commentary: 1&2 Thessalonians, pg. 245.  

 

Beloved, someday we will say with Paul, “the sufferings of this present time 

are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us” 

(Rom 8:18-19).  

 

This is how we persevere in this age of persecution. We look ahead. We fix 

our eyes and our hope on the day when Christ will come to relieve us of our 

suffering, to deal out retribution to those who afflict us, and to bestow on 

us the reward of sharing in Christ’s glory.  

 

Its to this end that Paul now prays for the Thessalonians in [vs. 11-12].  

 

“Then final judgment [will] be so severe and the revelation of the Lord so 

glorious, [that] the apostle prays…that God would count them worthy of His 

calling.”6 Remember back in vss. 4-5, they were counted worthy by their 

perseverance under persecution which validated that their faith was indeed 

genuine and that they were truly walking in the way of Christ as members of 

God’s kingdom. So it seems that Paul is praying that they might have the 

grace to persevere on this road of suffering until they see Christ and are 

transformed into His glorious likeness.  

 

Second, Paul prays that God would fulfill every desire/resolve the believers 

have to do good along with every work of faith. In essence, Paul is praying 

that God will make their faith and their Christlike living fruitful. When 

believers are living in a hostile environment, facing persecution, they must 

depend on God’s power to do good in the face of evil. This is the beauty of 

living in the assurance of God’s coming justice. We can courageously live 

God-pleasing lives by the strength that God supplies.  

 

Because God will exact justice: 

 We can continue to do what is right in the face of evil.  

 We can cling to hope when immediate circumstances are hopeless. 

 We can do good to those who don’t deserve it.  

5 Gene Green, The Letters to the Thessalonians (Pillar), pg. 291-292.  
6 Green, pg. 296.  



 We can seek to persuade godless men with the gospel.  

 We can afford to take risks of love and mercy, while trusting in 

God’s power to make them fruitful.  

 

The end result according to verse 12, is that Jesus will be glorified in us 

because of what we become by His grace, and we will be glorified in Jesus 

because of who He is and what He has accomplished for us.7  

 

Perhaps we could summarize the whole of chapter one this way: God 

entrusts us with affliction so that as we persevere by faith, He will be 

glorified by the likeness of Christ He shapes in us to confirm our place in His 

glorious kingdom.8  

 

As we come to the Lord’s table, we come to a table of mercy only because 

justice was served through the cross of Christ. If you are trusting Jesus’ 

cross-work as payment for your sin and you are living under His authority as 

Lord, then God’s justice for you on the day of the Lord will be the joy of 

deliverance and reward. But if you continue to regard Jesus’ invitation as 

less important to other things, and you insist on doing life your own way, 

God’s justice will be unavoidable terror for you. The only shield against 

God’s holy justice is the cross, where Jesus Himself absorbed the wrath of 

God for those who relinquish all other options to trust in Him.  

 

Do you see your sin as high treason against the Almighty? You were made in 

His image to find your purpose and pleasure in Him. And everyday that you 

only live for yourself as though you are god over your own life, you only 

multiply your offenses against Him.  

 

Do you see that God is holy and that He cannot forsake perfect justice?  

Do you see that the only means of mercy is Christ who never sinned, yet 

took the death penalty on Himself for our treason against the God of life?  

Do you see that God’s justice was so fully satisfied, that He raised Jesus back 

to life?  

 

Will you receive Jesus’ life-giving mercy by surrendering to His loving reign?  

 
7G. K. Beale, 1-2 Thessalonians (IVPNTC), p. 196.  

 

If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart 

that God raised Him from the dead, you shall be saved (Romans 10:9). 

 

In a moment of quiet reflection, I urge you to pray, to confess and to forsake 

any sin that would invoke the discipline of the Lord—sin for which Christ has 

already paid so that you can receive the  mercy of forgiveness.  

 

Communion 

 

 Bread: Isaiah 53:4-6 

 Cup: Romans 3:26: “God is just and the justifier of the one who has 

faith in Jesus” 

8 Beale, pg. 197.  


