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“Being God’s Glory & Joy!”

(2:20)

I Thessalonians 1:1-10
October 19, 2008

On Thursday Denise emailed me a picture of her granddaughter Sarah. So cute! I wish we had the projector from the Mosaic service over here so you could see it.  I don’t like to brag, but the honest truth is I have the cutest, smartest grandchildren I have ever met. Your grandchildren are cute, I’m sure, but my grandchildren are, well, preciously cute. Your grandchildren are smart, I’m sure, but mine just astound me with their quick minds. Sheila and I are so blessed to have such beautiful, smart grandchildren!


Now, I truthfully do feel that way about my grandchildren, but I’m supposed to aren’t I! I’m sure you feel the same about your grandchildren, if you have any. And if you don’t yet have grandchildren, you will feel that way when they come along. Grandchildren are a lot better even than children, we can spoil them, enjoy them and send them home when they start bugging us. But we are proud of them!



We could think of the churches Paul wrote to as his children or grandchildren in the faith and his letters like love letters to them. How many letters do we have from Paul? Lets see, Romans, I and II Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, I & II Thessalonians, I & II Timothy, Titus, Philemon, - that’s thirteen letters isn’t it. Most of those letters were written to address problems or issues the various churches were having, reminding them of God’s love for them and encouraging them in their walk with the Lord.


Paul’s Romans letter was written primarily as a theological treatise and as an introduction of himself to the churches in Rome which he hoped to visit. He didn’t establish those churches. The two Corinthian letters seem to have been inspired by some negative reports about the church Paul received from members of the church. He writes to instruct, correct and encourage. The Galatians letter was prompted by a misunderstanding between Jewish and Gentile Christians. The letter to the Ephesians wasn’t prompted by problems but seems to be Paul’s effort to expand the horizons of the Ephesian congregation, to help them better understand God’s eternal purposes. Philippians is a “thank you” letter for their support while he was in prison in Rome. Colossians was written to refute a number of heresies that seemed to be raising their heads in the Colossian congregation. Things like strict rules that had nothing to do with salvation and grace, angel worship, secret and privileged knowledge that made one group seem superior over another. The two letters to Timothy Paul wrote while Timothy was pastoring the Ephesus congregation and were written to encourage and guide him in his ministry. Titus was another letter written to a friend in ministry, Titus, who was serving the church on the island of Crete. Cretians had a reputation for being of low morals and Paul was trying to help Titus raise that church above the prevailing standards. Philemon is a personal letter on behalf of a Christian friend and slave, Onesimus who Paul had convinced must return to his master. Paul writes to pave the way for his friend’s return. It is easy to think of these eleven letters as letters of concern from Paul to his children in the faith.

But the two Thessalonians letters seem almost like letters to precious grandchildren. There are no pressing problems in the Thessalonian church, no wayward troubles, nothing that Paul feels compelled to correct. The Jews in the city of Thessalonica were not at all happy with the Jewish converts to Christianity, and indeed had run Paul and his evangelism team out of town, but the church was doing well. Paul writes to encourage and praise this little church of new converts.

What was it about this church that Paul loved so much? Why would Paul brag about the church in Thessalonica? What were they doing that made him so proud of them? And more importantly, if Paul were to come to St. Timothy today, (named by the way after Paul’s favorite son in the faith), how would he feel about us? How would we measure up to our name in Paul’s eyes? These are important questions for us at St. Timothy. Why? Because, God blesses a church that lives according to His priorities. That church in Thessalonica was living in God’s love and it showed.


In this first chapter of I Thessalonians Paul praises the church. In those ten verses he tells us why he praised the church and in so doing shows us how we should be. In fact, sprinkled through those ten verses we can easily see five critical factors that a church must have for God to bless it and one characteristic that certainly will set that church apart from the pack. Lets look at them together.

Six distinguishing marks of a church that God blesses. The church is: 1. Rooted in God’s grace, 2. Reflects God’s love in the works it does, 3. Endures out of hope, 4. Experiences the work of the Holy Spirit around them, 5. Is deeply convicted about God’s grace in Christ, 6. And bears witness to God’s love in the world.


Lets look at them one at a time. Verse 1 says “To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ; Grace and peace to you.” That is Paul’s salutation, his opening line in the letter, but it defines the heart of the church. This church is rooted in God’s love and God’s grace in Christ Jesus. What you are rooted in determines the fruit you produce.


You can’t grow Vidalia onions in Texas! You can buy them as sets, you can plant them and they will grow, but the fruit won’t taste like a Vidalia Onion. That is because the soil in Vidalia, Georgia has a certain makeup that favors a sweet smooth onion. You can’t grow really tasty tomatoes here either. Something is missing from the soil here that is present in the soil elsewhere. You can grow tomatoes here, with a lot of care, but they won’t taste like homegrown deep South tomatoes. What they are rooted in determines the fruit produced.

The same goes for a church. If we are rooted in God’s love and grace the fruit we produce will be love and grace filled. What does that look like, bearing love and grace filled fruit? Paul tells us in the final chapter of this letter. A. We will respect those who work hard to keep us in God’s will, our elders and deacons and pastors and teachers.  B. We will live in peace with each other. God blesses a cheerful giver. C. We will encourage those who are reluctant to use their gifts, being timid about using their God given abilities. E. We will help those who can’t help themselves, the weak. F. And we will be patient with all of the above, because God is graceful, patient, forgiving with us. These are the distinguishing marks of a church and people rooted in God’s grace.

Verse 3 says “We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love”. A church God blesses reflects God’s love in the work it does. That work is “work produced by faith”. Work produced by faith is different from work produced by certainty. If the raw materials for the product my company makes has arrived and is being unloaded from the ship I can confidently continue to produce my “widgets” because I know the material is on the way. Work produced by faith is work that is done because we believe God is faithful. We may not be able to see the raw materials we will need, not yet, but we keep working because we trust God to provide. Why do we trust God to provide? Because we know and have experienced God’s love for us in the past, and believe God’s word to be trustworthy. Proverbs 3:5 says, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart; do not depend on your own understanding. Seek His will in all you do, and He will direct your paths.” We do what God leads us to do regardless of the challenges because we trust Him.

A church God blesses endures out of hope in the Lord Jesus Christ according to the last part of verse three. To serve God, to do His will and work, is a joyful thing but it is also a daily challenge. It would be easier just to go along with the world’s way. It would be easier to bend with the winds of social pressure. It would be easier to be politically correct. But the church doesn’t place it’s faith in the world or the society around it or the current politically correct stance. The church places it’s faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, His words, His teachings. If Jesus’ teachings parallel the worlds teaching, that is wonderful, but if they don’t a church that God blesses adheres to Christ’s straight and narrow way. Our hope is in His wisdom, His love, His power, His grace, not the world.

A church that is blessed by God knows it because it experiences the work of the Holy Spirit. Verse four says, “For we know, brothers loved by God, that He has chosen you, because our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction.” How do we know when we have the Holy Spirit among us? His power is evident. The power of the Holy Spirit can be heard in words of wisdom, words of comfort, songs that lift our spirits to God. The power of the Holy Spirit can be seen as challenges dissolve away, mountains are climbed and valleys are navigated safely.  The power of the Holy Spirit can be felt because He brings joy to the believer, a joy that doesn’t depend on circumstances, and He brings a deep sense of conviction that God is with us. The Holy Spirit gives us confidence which times or situations don’t affect.

A church God blesses is deeply convicted about God’s grace in Jesus Christ. Verse five says “our gospel came to you with power”. The gospel, the good news is the driving force behind the church blessed by God. Churches that don’t preach the good news, are not churches, they are, something else, nice fellowships maybe. Churches that don’t preach and teach the good news will not have the Holy Spirit and so are on their own, and all the things I said about Holy Spirit power don’t apply. God will not bless a church that waters down the gospel or preaches alternatives to the gospel. There is but one way to God’s heart and that is God’s Son. God will bless a church build on the Rock of Christ.

And finally, and maybe most importantly, God blesses a church that bears witness to God’s love in the world. Verse seven says, “And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia. The Lord’s message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia – your faith in God has become known everywhere.” It is great to praise God and our Lord Jesus Christ here. It is wonderful to serve God here at St. Timothy. But the real rubber meets the road when we praise God and serve our Lord out there, beyond the church parking lot. Sunday is a day of refreshing, filling, being made ready for Monday and the days following. Sunday is spill out and fill up day. Spill out our love for God and each other, fill up on that same love.

How did the Thessalonians bear witness? Verse nine says they turned from idols. We don’t worship idols – or do we? For a Christian an idol is anything that has greater importance than God’s love in Jesus Christ.

Whenever I counsel a couple in preparation for marriage we spend just a few minutes talking about religion and faith.  Listen to how this person answered these five questions on faith and religion.

1. My faith is of great importance to me. Yes!

2. Shared spirituality plays an important part in our 
relationship. No, it is an untapped resource for us.

3. We pray together. No.

4. We go to church. Occasionally.

5. We take part in some church activities in addition to regular 
services. No.

Based on those answers my question will be, what does “faith” mean to you? Faith in what? Faith in who? If faith in Jesus Christ is of great importance to you why isn’t worshipping and serving Him important too? There are a lot of things that are important in our lives, and each of them deserves some time. But when we give them the time God has set aside for worship and spiritual growth, they become idols.


Verse nine also implies that their behavior in the church and in the daily world was consistent with and testified to the reality of their message. They walked the talk! 

Are we a church that is God’s glory and joy?  Are we a church rooted in God’s grace, reflecting God’s love in the works we do,  enduring out of our hope in Him, experiencing the work of the Holy Spirit around us, deeply convicted about God’s grace in Christ, and bearing witness to God’s love by the way we live?

Only you can answer that – because the church is not St. Timothy, the church is you. The church is you!
