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“How then shall we live? ~ 2”

I Thessalonians 5:12-22
November 16, 2008

For some reason or another I am hearing and reading a lot these days about the impending return of our Lord. Almost every day I either hear a preacher preaching about end times or read a devotional that includes end times scriptures and thoughts. The biblical lectionary for these past several weeks has focused on end times. Today’s reading from I Thessalonians brings to a close a section of Paul’s letter that deals with the coming of the Lord and what we call the rapture of God’s people in the final days. Honestly, I don’t know what to make of all this. I can easily explain the lectionary verses, they come around every year about this time. And maybe this election and it’s outcome has caused some pastors to begin to think this is the beginning of the end. You can call me Doubtful Barney!

Don’t you imagine that in every era from the first century till now there have been times when God’s people had an increased feeling that the day of the Lord was just around the corner? I think so. You can see that in some of Paul’s letters. And it seems to me that those times when we have been led to think the most about the final coming of the Lord are those times when we have been and are the most challenged by our situations.  For many Christians the recent election results signal an increasingly difficult future for the Christian faith in the United States. That may be the case, but we may also find that God has orchestrated this situation to bring us even closer to His will, to make us even better stewards of His plan.

I want to apply that same thought to us at St. Timothy. I have heard some of you express your concern that St. Timothy is a dying church. It is not! I have actually heard someone say that, and have heard several hint at that feeling. You are wrong! God isn’t nearly finished with us yet! I have heard people say, with justifiable concern, they are worried about where we are headed. I assure you, all of us in leadership are concerned too, and that is why we are meeting every Thursday night to seek God’s direction. The Bible promises that if we humbly seek His will He will reveal it. So we are seeking in faith. But not a one of the almost two dozen of us has any doubt that God has great plans for St. Timothy. We are in for some changes, that is a certainty! With Mike and Dara and the family leaving we will have to make some significant changes in the way we do things on Sunday, and probably in some other areas that we haven’t even thought of yet. Some of those changes we won’t like, some changes we may find will be better than what we were doing. Some changes we make may be just temporary as we try to clearly test God’s way for us. Even Paul had some false starts and failed attempts at ministry. Why should we be any different? In the years since our inception in the early seventies this church has weathered through much worse than this. God created this church, only God can destroy it. God has great things in mind for St. Timothy! So, hang in there! God isn’t finished with us yet.


Keep praying for us! Or as Paul encouraged the Thessalonians, keep being the encourager you can be so that your words and prayers build us up. Listen my friends, worry is a worthless waste of energy. Worry will drag you down and set you up for failure. Worry is not from God; worry is the tool of the devil. That is why Paul wrote the letter to the Philippians. They were smack in the middle of a situation similar to ours: Listen to Philippians 4:4: “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! Let your gentleness (your peace, your patience, your hope) be evident to all. The Lord is near. (He isn’t far from us, He is right here!) Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, (ask God to help us find His way, then thank Him for doing it because He is going to), present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” We won’t be worried, we won’t be afraid. God is doing His good thing here! We may not feel like He is doing a good thing, anymore than the prodigal son felt like a pig sty was a good thing, but what He is doing will get us back home, and that is a very good thing.

So, with worry put behind us, with trust in God all around us, how then shall we live? Paul tells us right here in eleven closing verses of I Thessalonians. Ten commandments for faithful Christians.
 
5:12 says, “Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and who admonish you. 13Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work.” Honor those people who do so much work to keep St. Timothy on God’s straight and narrow. Your elders, deacons, Sunday school and small group leaders, & committees – in our church about 80% of the membership is working to keep us God’s sharp tool for ministry. Don’t just honor them, overwhelm them with appreciation and love! They carry a heavy burden for all of us.

Verse 13b says, “Live in peace with each other.” Paul give peace only a brushing mention because he has spoken in depth about living peacefully with each other in several places. “Peace” is second only to “love” in Paul’s list of the fruits of the spirit. Peace between Christians is absolutely critical to a healthy fellowship - with others and with God. What is the opposite of peace? Turmoil, war, anger, distrust. Jesus taught us to prayer, “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors”. Why do you think that is in the Lord’s prayer? Because forgiveness is critical to our connection with God and each other. God cannot hear our prayers when we push them through the roar of anger or distrust. To live peacefully with each other is critical to our walk with God and that is why to live peacefully with each other is one of the promises we make when we join this church.

Verse 14 says, “And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone.” Some people are lazy, some are timid, and some are weak, but we must be patient with them as we do our best to get them to use the gifts and talents God gave them. Don’t antagonize them, encourage them. They will love you for it, eventually.


Verse 15 says, “Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else.” Getting even is not an option for a disciple of Jesus. If Jesus didn’t get even, neither can you, and he didn’t, he forgave. Kindness is God’s way, and not just to your friends, but to every person you meet, be kind. You do not know what burdens they labor under. Be kind, let God’s love
show through you.


Verse 16 through 18 says, “Be joyful always; 17pray continually; 18give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.” I lump these three commandments together because it is not possible to be joyful always without prayer and it isn’t possible to give thanks in all circumstances unless you have bathed yourself in prayer. Prayer may change the circumstances but it will absolutely change you. Christians pray because they believe in and have experienced the power of prayer to change.

Verse 19 says, “Do not put out the Spirit’s fire.” I don’t like that translation, I don’t think if is possible to put out God’s fire. The New Living translation says, “stifle”; the Message says, “suppress”; the King James says, “quench the Spirit’s fire”. Paul carries the idea a little farther when in verse 20 he says, “do not treat prophecies with contempt”. In other words tune yourself to listen to God’s word with the attitude that God will speak to you through that word. Don’t ever ignore scripture to your own peril. Scripture is God’s living word just for you. Through the word God’s Spirit stokes the fires of your heart and mind. Through His word God comforts His children. Don’t ignore God’s word! Or the fire in you will hardly glow.

And finally Paul cautions us to “Test everything. Hold on to the good. 22 Avoid every kind of evil.” In other words, don’t be gullible. Check out everything, keep what is good and right, reject everything else. Remember, the only faithful way to check scripture is with scripture. God never gives us a commandment that He doesn’t reinforce or clarify somewhere else in scripture, in some way. Scripture proves scripture. People throughout the centuries have taken verses of scripture out of context to justify horrible atrocities. Be careful of false teachers, if it doesn’t sound right it probably isn’t.

St. Timothy has a mission statement which says we “exist to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ through Christian worship, education, fellowship, witness and service within this particular church the community and the world at large.” That is a good mission statement, perfectly biblical. But one of our elders has suggested that we change that mission statement to, “A people committed to love God with all our hearts and with all our souls and with all our minds, and love our neighbors as ourselves.” Jesus himself gives that a perfect ten in Matthew 22. I don’t know if we want to change our mission statement, but I certainly do know we must make that verse our central focus. Love God with everything you have in you, and love everyone you encounter as much as you love yourself. God has given you the ability to love like He loves, but He won’t give you the desire to love like He loves, the desire has to come from you. If we discipline ourselves to love like our Father - all our problems will become insignificant in the light of the joy His love will bring. Amen.
