St. Andrew’s Scots Kirk Colombo

Sermon for Sunday 10 August 2008

“In the beginning”

Text: 1 Thessalonians 1 verse2

“We always give thanks to God for all of you and mention you in our prayers, constantly remembering before our God and father your work of faith and labour of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.”

Today we begin a new series of studies. And you are entitled to ask “Why 1st Thessalonians?” The answer is for a variety of reasons. First of all because it is a follow-on to our recent studies in the Acts of the Apostles. It was written during the Acts period, almost certainly when Paul was in Athens back in Acts 17. That dates it at around 50AD and makes it a candidate for the earliest piece of New Testament scripture in our Bibles. We’ll come back to the mechanism by which we come to this conclusion at a later date. For the moment, we should remember that our present New Testament was put together 100 years after most of it was written and it was not written in the order that we have it now – the Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, and then the Epistles. Paul’s letters were amongst the earliest Christian writings. They too were not written in the order we find them in our Bibles. The eventual editors used a very simple method – they arranged them according to size. Romans, the longest comes first, and the two letters to the Thessalonians, the shortest come last. So it looks like a case of the first shall be last! 
But there are other good reasons for going to 1 Thessalonians at this time. It is permeated with a sense of thanksgiving to God at a time when both Paul and the Thessalonians were going through hard times, when there was resistance to the gospel and persecution of the church. What gives Paul great encouragement is his ongoing relationship with the churches which have come into being through his ministry. He thinks of himself as their parent (2 verse 11) and their nursemaid (2 verse 7). He felt a sense of bereavement when he was separated from them (2 verse 17). We’ll come back to this in a few minutes.
There is one other good reason for spending some time in a study of 1 Thessalonians. Although it was one of the first, if not the very first piece of early Christian writing, (Galatians is also a candidate for that honour) about one third of its teaching is devoted to the “end times” and to Jesus’ return to save those who have put their trust in Him. This may seem strange but only for a moment. For the early church, Jesus’ return was always imminent, within the natural lifetime of the believers. But some of the Thessalonian Christians have died. Where are they now? Paul wants none of them to be in any doubt. An interest in eschatology – a study of the Last Things – has always been important to the church and continues to be important to us today. This is the main theological teaching which 1 Thessalonians offers to us.
We need to spend a little time reminding ourselves of the context of this letter. Thessalonica was one of the leading cities of ancient Greece. Athens and Corinth were the principal cities in the southern province of Achaia. Thessalonica and Philippi were the principle cities in the northern province of Macedonia. Paul and Silas arrived in Thessalonica late in 49AD. They were still recovering from the rough treatment they had received while in prison in Philippi. Paul did as he always did. In the local synagogue, he preached the gospel that Jesus of Nazareth was the Messiah. Some of his fellow Jews believed this but even more of the local Gentiles, who attended the synagogue in their quest for truth, accepted the gospel. This upset the local Jews who went on the rampage claiming that Paul was an enemy of the Roman state. 

By the time Paul reached the relative safety of Athens a few months later, he was anxious about his friends in Thessalonica. He sends his young assistant Timothy back to Thessalonica to find out what has happened to them. (This becomes clear in chapter 3.) Timothy returns with the good news that all is well with them. Paul dispatches this letter in response to offer them further encouragement. And also some guidance since they are still under threat from the jealous Jewish community without and some moral laxness within, a carry-over from their pagan past.  
And so to our scripture passage for today – which is short, I Thessalonians 1 verses 1 to 10 - read for us earlier in the service. Verse 1 reminds us that something new is happening here. There are no previous Christian writings so Paul borrows the style of contemporary Greek letter writing. The name of the writer of the letter appears at the top – just as it does in emails today! Written communication has turned a full circle! This letter comes from Paul, Silvanus, the Latinised version of the Jewish name, Silas, and Timothy. Probably Timothy was the bearer of the letter as he made the return journey to Thessalonica. It is addressed to the church in Thessalonica. The Greek word for church being used here is ekklesia from which we get our word “ecclesiastic”. It means “those who are called”. In the Old Testament, we have the book of Ecclesiastes – the one who calls out, that is “the preacher”. So Paul is writing to those who have been called to a new relationship with Almighty God, those who are now distinctive because they have been called out of their communities – Jewish and Greek – to form a new fellowship-community of faith in Jesus Christ. So he calls them “the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ”. He greets them in grace and in peace.

It is apparent from the beginning that Paul is overcome by a sense of thanksgiving to God for the survival of the church in Thessalonica. Things were in such turmoil when he left. Jason, their host, had been arrested and brought before the city magistrates. Paul is delighted to know that they have survived both in body and in spirit, so he says at verse 2: “We always give thanks to God for all of you and mention you in our prayers”. At verse 3, he goes on to specify why he remembers them with such a sense of thanksgiving - because of their work of faith, their labour of love and their steadfastness of hope. Although this is an early letter of Paul, already we find an echo of what will become his great theme in 1 Corinthians 13 verse 13: “And now faith, hope and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.”
He goes on at verse 4 to remind them of their “choseness’ before God. Now the idea that some are chosen and some are not has always been a problem for the church. Let us be clear that when Christ died, he did so for everyone. The “chosen” then are those who chose to believe in what God has done for them. Remember, at Thessalonica, the Jews chose not to believe the message but many of the God-fearing Gentiles chose to believe. This is what made the some of the Jews so hostile. They believed themselves, and they alone, to be God’s chosen people. The conversion of Gentile pagans to Christian faith demonstrated that God’s choice is of Jew and Gentile alike, “not wanting any to perish but all to come to repentance.” (2 Peter 3 verse 9)
The evidence for the truthfulness of their conversion has come in two ways. First of all, they have experienced the power of the Holy Spirit of God in their lives. This is not of man’s doing. Secondly, they have proven themselves to be part of a chain of faith. They believed Paul’s message. They made his Christian life their example and became “imitators” of him in the way that each of us wants to model our life on someone whom we respect. They in turn have become an example to others in Macedonia and Achaia (verse 7). Perhaps Timothy, as a result of travelling to and from Thessalonica has heard others speak of their faith. At verse 9, he tells them that "the people of those regions about us what kind of welcome we has among you and how you turned to god from idols to serve a living and true God.” 
The ultimate test of their true faith is that now with Paul and his companions they are prepared to wait for Jesus’ return putting their full trust and confidence in his power to rescue them from “the wrath that is coming”. We are entitled to ask “What is this wrath?” That wrath is God’s judgment upon our fallen humanity. It is a judgment which we bring upon ourselves. That sense of being under the judgment of God remains with us today when the future looks so uncertain when there is such a great concern about increasing demands for three things – for oil, for food and for money.    

In our times of great uncertainty. May it be said of us what Paul had to say in commendation of the church in Thessalonica 2,000 years ago: “We always give thanks to God for all of you and mention you in our prayers, constantly remembering before our God and father your work of faith and labour of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.”

