
ECF 29th November 2020 1 Thessalonians 5:12-15  Support One Another  
There are many lessons that we can learn from this coronavirus pandemic, but one thing that has become really clear is just 
how much that we all need each other.   
 
As a result some people have been going to extreme lengths to continue contact with their friends.  Have a look at this:  
Video: Cuppa At the Border 
 
This video was obviously from Scotland – hence the accents.  Many areas in Scotland are in a similar kind of lockdown to us.  
One of the rules is that you cannot travel outside of your council area.  And so two friends were so desperate to be together 
that they met up for a cup of tea on the side of the road at the border dividing their council areas.   
 
Social distancing and self-isolation may be the proper response to the threat of this virus.  But we don’t do well on our own.  
We need contact with other people.  We need their love, friendship, support and encouragement. 
 
And that is true in our Christian lives too.  We are not designed to thrive on our own.  We need our brothers and sisters in 
Christ!   
 
Paul knew that this was true for the young church in Thessalonica.  He had just encouraged them to be ready for the day of 
the Lord.  One day, Jesus was going to come back again to judge the world and rescue his people.   
 
But he didn’t want them to sit around and just wait for that future event.  Instead, he wanted them to live for Christ in the 
light of that coming day.   And for that, they needed to support one another.   
 
1 Thessalonians 5:12-15: “ Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the 
Lord and who admonish you. 13 Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work. Live in peace with each other. 
14 And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone. 
15 Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else.” 
 
1. Respect Our Leaders   
In our passage, Paul addressed three basic relationships within the church.  The first of these is the relationship between 
the leaders and those they have the responsibility to care for. 
 
a) Their Responsibility 
The New Testament descries the leaders of a local church in three ways.  They are called shepherds or pastors, elders and 
overseers.  And these names are used interchangeably.  So Peter wrote: “To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow-
elder… Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving as overseers.” 1 Peter 5:1–2  
 
But Paul didn’t use any of those names in this passage.  Instead he focussed on their responsibilities. 
 
i) To Work Hard 
First of all, he talked about “Those who work hard among you.”  1 Thessalonians 5:12.  This word work here means to toil, 
to strive, to struggle and to get tired doing it.   
 
But he wasn’t meaning manual workers on a building site or out in the field.  Instead, he was talking about people who are 
leading the church.   
 
That’s because Paul knew that spiritual leadership is hard work.  This is what he said about his own pastoral ministry: “I 
labour, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.” Colossians 1:29  
 
Spiritual leadership is not easy.  And that applies not just to church leaders.  It is also true if we’re leading a Bible study, a 
kids or youth group, a family or even individual discipleship.  Leadership requires effort, commitment, sacrifice and hard 
work.  
 
ii) To Watch Over 
Secondly, Paul said that these leaders “are over you in the Lord.” 1 Thessalonians 5:12.  
 
Of course, this doesn’t mean that they should dominate or dictate their own ideas on others.  Jesus said, “You know that 
those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. 43 
Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant.”  Mark 10:42–43 



 
Spiritual  leadership is servant leadership.  Leaders are called to humbly lay down their lives for the benefit of others.  That’s 
because Jesus did the same.  “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a 
ransom for many.” Mark 10:45  
 
But a crucial part of leaders serving others, is the responsibility to watch over them, to protect, to guide, to lead.  Hebrews 
13:17 says that “They keep watch over you as men who must give an account.”  
 
iii) To Teach the Word 
And one of the main ways that they do this is through teaching the Word.  Paul said here that they are those: “who 
admonish you.”  1 Thessalonians 5:12 
 
To admonish means to instruct or teach, to warn against bad behaviour and its consequences.   This was a key part of Paul’s 
ministry: “We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect 
in Christ.” Colossians 1:28 
 
And this is what leaders are called to do.  Their responsibility is both publicly and privately apply God’s Word to our lives so 
that we know how we should live.  They must be willing to raise those sensitive subjects and have those difficult 
conversations and challenge how we are living and encourage us to live in keeping with God’s will. 
 
b) Our Responsibility 
But if our leaders are going to be able to do that, then we have a responsibility to allow them that role in our lives.   
 
Paul asked these believers “to respect” 1 Thessalonians 5:12 them.  This doesn’t mean that they should be treated as 
somebody special or better than others.  He wasn’t talking about putting them on a pedestal and bowing down to them.   
 
i) To Follow Them 
Rather this means that they should appreciate and respect the role that they are taking in the church.  He went on to say, 
“Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work.” 1 Thessalonians 5:13 
 
And how do we do that?  How do we respect our leaders and teachers?  Well, it is by following their lead and listening to 
their teaching.  “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority… Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, 
for that would be of no advantage to you.” Hebrews 13:17  
 
Of course, this following and listening has limits.  If those leaders are going against God’s will or contradicting God’s Word, 
then they should be opposed.  But if not, then we need to allow them to lead us and help us and encourage us.   
 
ii) To Maintain Unity  
And that’s so important, because it’s how we will “Live in peace with each other.”  1 Thessalonians 5:13 
 
Satan’s strategy is to divide and conquer the church - to tempt us to resist each other and tear ourselves apart.  But God 
wants his children to live together in harmony as family.  
 
Yes, we will have differences of opinions.  Yes, we may disagree on how we interpret some passages of the Bible.  And yes, 
we may have different ideas about how we should move forward as a church.  But if it is possible, as far as it depend on us, 
God wants us to live in peace together – to “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” 
Ephesians 4:3 
 
This is what Jesus went to the cross to accomplish.  Before Jesus went to the cross, he prayed for his church “That all of 
them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you.” John 17:21  
 
Jesus became sin for us, so that we could be declared righteous in God’s sight, and welcomed together into God’s family, 
and indwelt by God’s Spirit, so that we could be God’s people, reflecting the unity of the godhead through our love and 
commitment to each other.   
 
So let’s do what we can to maintain that unity.   

• If we have leadership responsibilities, let us work hard, watching over God’s people and teaching them God’s Word.   

• And if we have following responsibilities, let’s respect our leaders and allow them to fulfil the role that God has called 
them to in our lives. 



 
2. Help the Struggling   
So leaders play a vital role in supporting the church.  But they’re not the only ones.   
The role of our leaders is not to do all the work.  Instead, their job is to train the church to do that work.  Leaders are called 
“to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up" Ephesians 4:12  
 
And so, Paul also urged the brothers and sisters in this young church to be involved in supporting others, especially those 
who were struggling. 
 
a) The Lazy 
First of all, Paul wrote: “And we urge you, brothers, Warn those who are idle.”  1 Thessalonians 5:14.  
 
This is not talking about those who’re not able to work or who don’t have the opportunity to work.  This is challenging those 
who refuse to work, who are lazy, and just don’t want to show up for work.   
 
And that’s a problem, because that’s not how God made us to be.  “We are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to 
do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” Ephesians 2:10  
 
Yes, we all have different roles.  These might include paid employment, caring for a family, involvement in ministry, 
witnessing in the community, giving to finance mission, partnering in prayer.  But the key thing is that God has given all of us 
who have trusted in Jesus a role to fulfil.  We’ve been created anew in Christ to be part of his body.  And we’ve been 
empowered and equipped by the Spirit to serve in God’s kingdom.  
 
And so we need to warn those who are resisting God’s call on their lives.  Warn them that they are disobeying God and 
missing out on God’s purpose and plan for their lives. 
 
And we should emphasise this, especially in the light of Jesus’ coming again.  That’s because one day Jesus will review our 
lives and our “work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light.”  1 Corinthians 3:13.  Wouldn’t it be a 
tragedy if we miss what God has called us to and all our work burns up like wood, hay or straw?   
 
b) The Fainthearted 
Secondly, Paul called them to “Encourage the timid.” 1 Thessalonians 5:14.  They are those who are fainthearted.  They get 
easily discouraged and despondent.  They often feel like retreating and giving up.   
But Paul didn’t want this church to ridicule or condemn those people for their fears or worries.  There probably were good 
reasons for the feeling like that.  Remember many in this church were suffering severely because of persecution. 
 
And anyway, Paul knew what that felt like.  He wrote this letter from the city of Corinth.  And when Paul arrived in Corinth, 
he was struggling.  He later told the Corinthians: “I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling." 1 
Corinthians 2:3  
 
In fact he was struggling so much that the Lord appeared to him in Corinth to encourage him: “Do not be afraid; keep on 
speaking, do not be silent. 10 For I am with you, and no-one is going to attack and harm you, because I have many people in 
this city.” Acts 18:9–10  
 
So Paul wanted this church to do what the Lord did for him.  To come near those who were timid, to speak lovingly into 
their lives and encourage them to keep standing for Jesus no matter what happens.   
 
c) The Weak  
Third, Paul called them to “Help the weak.” 1 Thessalonians 5:14.  They are those who are struggling in their faith.  They 
don’t have the strength that they need to resist the temptations in their life, to take their stand for God, to keep on 
following Christ.   
 
But Paul didn’t want the church to look down on them, to belittle them or humiliate them for their struggles.  Instead, he 
wanted the believers to take the time to help them, assist them, strengthen them. 
 
That’s because this is the attitude of Christ to the weak.  “A bruised reed he will not break, and a smouldering wick he will 
not snuff out.” Isaiah 42:3  
 



And this was the attitude of Christ to us.  “When we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.” Romans 5:6  In 
of ourselves we are all weak.  None of us could live for God.  None of us could please him.  But Christ loved us so much that 
he laid down his life to help us.  And so again, Paul was just urging us to love others as Jesus has loved us.   
 
d) Everyone  
And then just in case, anyone was going to be left out, Paul called these Christians to,  “Be patient with everyone.” 1 
Thessalonians 5:14 
 
It is easy to get frustrated with other Christians.  We get angry that they are so lazy or fainthearted or weak or sinful.  But 
that attitude is so wrong because it fails to recognize the reality that we’re just the same. 
 
We too are sinners who struggle.  Yes, sometimes we’re better at hiding it.  But we all need someone to challenge our 
laziness.  We all need someone to encourage our faint hearts.  We all need help in our weakness.  We all need a Saviour! 
 
Aren’t we so thankful that “The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love." Psalm 103:8  
 
And so if we’ve received the patient, longsuffering love of Christ, how could we be impatient with our brother or sister and 
expect them to live perfectly for God? 
 
3. Be Kind to the Unkind 
So Paul wanted these believers to respect their leaders and support those who were struggling.  But finally, Paul wanted 
them also to be kind to the unkind.  “Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong.” 1 Thessalonians 5:15 
 
Retaliation is such a natural desire.  From an earliest age, we want to hurt those who hurt us.  It is our way to feel like we 
are righting that wrong, getting even, making us feel better, healing the hurt.   
 
But it is never God’s desire for our lives.  I don’t know if Paul here was thinking about when these Christians might argue 
and fight with each other and say and do horrible things, or if he was thinking about when the people they were ministering 
to would reject them or oppose them, or even if he was thinking about those who were violently attacking and persecuting 
them.  But whatever the situation, Paul told these young Christians that it was never ok to take revenge.   
 
Why is that?  Why is revenge or retaliation always wrong for a believer?   
 
a) God’s Justice 
Well part of the reason is in the light of what we looked at last week.  The Day of the Lord is coming, when God will judge 
the world and punish the nations.  It is his job.  His role.   
 
That means it is not ours.  And so we should leave justice in his hands.  “Do not repay anyone evil for evil…19 Do not take 
revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord.” 
Romans 12:17, 19  
 
This is what Jesus did when he was being abused and mistreated by the Jews.  “When they hurled their insults at him, he did 
not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.” 1 Peter 2:23  
 
Do we believe that Jesus is coming back one day as the judge that God has appointed over this world?  Do we believe that 
God’s justice will ultimately be right and fair?  Do we trust God to right every wrong?  If so, then we will leave the wrongs 
done to us for him to sort out in his perfect time! 
 
b) God’s Love 
But the reason for doing this is not only the justice of God.  It is also the love of God.    He also told them: “always try to be 
kind to each other and to everyone else.” 1 Thessalonians 5:15 
We’re called to be kind to everyone, even when they are unkind to us.  We’re called to love everyone, even when they’re 
unloving to us.   
 
Why?  Well because that’s how God loves us.  And we are called to reflect God’s love for us, rather than the lack of love 
from others.  “Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord 
forgave you.” Colossians 3:13  
 
The cross of Jesus declares his love for us when we were his enemies.  And if we’ve received his unconditional, undeserved, 



unlimited and unending love – then how could we refuse to express that love to those who’ve hurt us? 
 
And this is how we’re called to impact this world with the gospel.  Not be fighting for our rights.  Not by demanding our 
entitlements.  Not by retaliating evil with evil.  But instead by responding to everyone we meet with the supernatural love 
of Christ.  “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” Romans 12:21  
  
Conclusion 
So I think God wants us to be like those two friends who valued each other so much that they were willing to sit at the side 
of the road just so that they could meet with each other. 
 
God wants us to value our brothers and sisters in Christ and the people in our wider community so much that we will do 
everything we can to support one another, during this pandemic and when it finishes.   

• Let’s respect our leaders, allowing them to lead and teach us according to God’s Word. 

• Let’s help those who’re struggling, whether it’s through laziness, fear or weakness.   

• And let’s be kind to those who are unkind to us, expressing the same grace that God has poured out into our lives 
through his Son the Lord Jesus Christ. 
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