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PRAY LIKE PAUL 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

1 Thessalonians 3:1-13 

3 Therefore when we could bear it no longer, we were willing to be left behind at 

Athens alone, 2 and we sent Timothy, our brother and God's coworker in the gospel of 

Christ, to establish and exhort you in your faith, 3 that no one be moved by these 

afflictions. For you yourselves know that we are destined for this. 4 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. 5 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. 

 

Timothy's Encouraging Report 

6 But now that Timothy has come to us from you, and has brought us the good news of 

your faith and love and reported that you always remember us kindly and long to see 

us, as we long to see you— 7 for this reason, brothers, in all our distress and affliction we 

have been comforted about you through your faith. 8 For now we live, if you are 

standing fast in the Lord. 9 For what thanksgiving can we return to God for you, for all 

the joy that we feel for your sake before our God, 10 as we pray most earnestly night 

and day that we may see you face to face and supply what is lacking in your faith? 

11 Now may our God and Father himself, and our Lord Jesus, direct our way to you, 

12 and may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for 

all, as we do for you, 13 so that he may establish your hearts blameless in holiness 

before our God and Father, at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints. 
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In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

 

It was the middle of the afternoon, May 12, 2008. The earth shook in central China. 8.0 

on the Richter scale, right in the center of a heavily populated area. Buildings 

crumbled. Concrete panels, steel beams, flooring tiles came crashing down. 

Thousands of people were buried in what were once the buildings in which they 

worked and where they went to school. Despite rescue efforts, 69,000 people died. 

The injured totaled 375,000. Literally, millions of people were suddenly homeless. 

Suddenly, many parents were childless. Countless school buildings had collapsed, 

killing over 5000 school-age children. Because of China’s law prohibiting couples from 

having more than one child, many survivors lost their only child that horrific day. The 

month after the earthquake, on June 1, many of those same grieving parents 

gathered at those destroyed schools to mourn their children.  

 

Paul may have known a little about how those parents felt. The Thessalonians were like 

his own dear children. In 1 Thessalonians 2:7, he describes his relationship with them as 

“a nursing mother taking care of her own children.”  

 

But then an earthquake hit, according to Acts 17. One moment Paul was preaching to 

the Thessalonians in the local synagogue. The next moment an angry mob formed. 

They searched for Paul and Silas to haul them out into the street. When they didn’t find 

Paul and Silas, they dragged out some others, including a man named Jason. The 

mob leaders cried out: “These men who have turned the world upside down have 

now come here, and Jason has welcomed them into his house.” The Christians in 

Thessalonica sent Paul and Silas away, sneaking them out of the city under cover of 

darkness. But the Christians in Thessalonica suffered. Paul writes: “Friends, do you 

realize that you followed in the exact footsteps of the churches of God in Judea, those 

who were the first to follow in the footsteps of Jesus Christ? You got the same bad 

treatment from your countrymen as they did from theirs...” 

 

The world was turned upside down. The Thessalonian Christians were left buried under 

accusations, threats, and rejection. 
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What could Paul do for them? What could Paul do for these people whom he loved 

like they were his own children? He prayed for them. What can we do for people 

when their world caves in on them? When an earthquake called unemployment, 

cancer, infertility, homelessness, or divorce rocks their world, what can we do? We can 

pray. We can pray like Paul.  

 

What did Paul pray for his dear children in Thessalonica? “Night and day we pray most 

earnestly that we may see you again and supply what is lacking in your faith.” The 

word Paul used, translated as supply, was typically used also in the fishing industry. For 

fishermen mending their nets. Fishing nets were mended to make them stronger. And 

sometimes faith also needs to be mended, to be made stronger. When people are 

being crushed by the circumstances of life, the first thing they need is a stronger faith. 

So, we can pray that the Lord will supply what will make their faith stronger. 

 

What else did Paul pray for his dear children in Thessalonica? “May the Lord make your 

love increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else, just as ours does for 

you.” When a person’s world collapses, they are tempted to become self-absorbed. 

There is no healing in being self-absorbed. So, we pray for hurting people that instead 

of turning their focus inward that they turn outward to others… to serve others. Yes, 

even in the midst of their own pain, it is good for them to serve others, to assist others, 

to help others. So, we can pray that their love for others would increase and overflow. 

 

Will we do this? Will we consistently pray for those who are hurting that their faith will 

grow stronger and their love for others increases?  

 

Some of us see prayer like a slot machine. Put in the coin and pull down the handle 

and maybe we’ll hit the jackpot. Some of us see prayer like a visit to the dentist’s 

office. It’s something we know we should do, but most of the time we’d rather not do 

it. Some of us see prayer like a rabbit’s foot. It just might bring some good luck. Who of 

us prays as he should? 
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So, we are shown again the big picture. It was five days after the Sichuan Earthquake 

in central China. Five days! When a group of rescue workers found the dead body of a 

young woman. She was found in a kneeling position. Her back was hunched over, 

supporting a crumbling ceiling. Her arms were stretched forward. Her hands were 

thrust firmly into the muddy earth. It looked as though she had been praying when she 

died. The rescue workers were about to walk away. After all, they were still searching 

for survivors, not dead bodies. But then their leader suddenly stopped and went back. 

He went to the dead woman’s side and reached underneath her body. He had had a 

hunch, and he was right. There, in the tiny shelter that the woman created by using her 

body as a protective shield, was a baby. Alive, unhurt, and sleeping soundly. Inside the 

baby’s clothing was a cell phone. On it the rescue workers found this message: “My 

dear child, remember, I love you.” 

 

That is the big picture. Why do we pray? “Because dear child, remember, I love you.” 

That message is sent to you from the site of another earthquake. That struck just as 

Jesus was dying from the weight of the world on His back. Bearing the weight of our 

shame and guilt, His dead body served as a protective shield over us to save us. And 

His resurrected body secures us in the hope that Jesus is coming again to restore 

everything we have lost from every time life has caved in on us. When Jesus returns, all 

the years of pain will be erased. Every tear of disappointment will be wiped away. The 

symphonies we missed and the sunsets we didn’t see will be beautifully played over 

and over again. The spouse taken by death will be returned to you. The health that 

eluded you will be returned to you a thousand-fold. Friends and family members who 

died in the faith will sit next to you. Because, remember, dear child, Jesus loves you. 

 

In this sure and certain hope we pray for others whose lives are being crushed. This 

same hope of Jesus’ blessed return is what caused Paul to pray for his dear children in 

Thessalonica: “May He strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in 

the presence of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all His holy ones.” 

The Thessalonians were being crushed. What do people like that need when they’re 

hit with an earthquake? When they’re being crushed by life’s random events? When 

they’re hanging on by a thread? They need our prayers for stronger faith, for 

increased love, and for the hope that Christ’s return gives. We can pray for them. 

Being shown again the big picture of Jesus’ love, we pray like Paul.   Amen 


