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Sermon for 17 August 2008
A manifesto for mission
Text: 1 Thessalonians 2 verse 13

“We constantly give thanks to God for this, that when you received the word of God that you heard from us, you accepted it not as a human word but as what it really is, God’s word, which is also at work in you believers.”

We have just begun a new series of studies in Paul’s 1st Letter to the Thessalonians – the Christian believers in the ancient Macedonian city of Thessalonica. There are several good reasons for this choice. Firstly, this letter is a leading candidate to be the very first piece of Christian writing. (The other is Galatians). From internal evidence, we can know that it was written by Paul about 50AD when he was living in Athens. Secondly, it deals with several important social issues which continue to affect the church today – persecution of the church from those outside and moral weakness amongst those within the church. Thirdly, it explores some of the circumstances which will surround Jesus’ return, what we call eschatology or a study of the “last things”.
One of the persistent themes which permeate this letter is a sense of thanksgiving on the part of Paul and his companions, Silas and Timothy. We saw that last Sunday at Chapter 1 verse 2 where we read “We always give thanks to God for all of you”. We find this again in today’s text at 2 verse 13, where he writes: “We also constantly give thanks to God for this, that when you received the word of God that you heard from us, you accepted it not as a human word but as what it really is, God’s word, which is also at work in you believers.”
There is no doubt that Paul is emotionally involved with the believers at Thessalonica. At 2 verse 7, he describes himself as “a nurse tenderly caring for her own children” and at 2 verse 11, he says that “we dealt with you like a father with his children”.  It is not difficult to see why Paul should feel so emotional. When he arrived in Thessalonica, we had just escaped from Philippi where he had suffered the pain of a flogging and the indignity of prison. He was in danger of suffering a similar treatment at Thessalonica but managed to escape before that happened. Also, with the Philippian Christians, the Thessalonian church were one of the first truly European, Gentile congregations. A line had been crossed. There was no going back now.
In the relative safety of Athens where philosophers could come and go freely and every teacher and preacher was given a fair hearing, he has had time to reflect on what has been happening. In today’s passage, he provides us with the fruit of his thoughts. It constitutes a manifesto for mission and therefore it is worthy of our attention and application to our own situation.
The proof of the success of any endeavour does not lie in any vision or mission statement but rather in the outcome, the result, the bottom line. Paul reminds the Thessalonians of the successful outcome to his time spent among them. He says at 2 verse 1, “You yourselves know, brothers and sisters, that our coming among you was not in vain”. And all of this despite the shameful treatment they had just endured at Philippi.  

Having established the success of his mission, Paul then recounts the steps by which that success was obtained. Firstly, there was the courage of him and his companions. Most of us would be ready to give up after a severe flogging and imprisonment. But not Paul. He says at 2 verse 2 that “we had courage in our God to declare to you the gospel of God in spite of great opposition.” Any successful Christian mission requires courage, not just human courage but what Paul calls “our courage in God”.

Courage is required. There are other things which are not required. Paul says at 2 verse 3, “Our appeal does not spring from deceit, or impure motives or from trickery”. Sadly, there are those involved in good works and even Christian service, who believe that if they can spin a good enough story then the end will justify the means even although the truth has been bent or broken in the process. Paul says that the process is as important as the result. He goes on at 2 verses 5 and 6 to remind the Thessalonians that they never resorted to anything other than the truth . They did not employ flattery. They did not need to because they were not motivated by greed or a need for self-seeking praise. They did not need to because they knew that they had been approved by God and entrusted with the message of his good news. They did not need the reward or praise of men. They already had these things from god himself.

In these words, Paul is seeking to differentiate himself from many of the wandering philosophers who peddled their stories around the ancient world. In Athens, where he now lives, there is no shortage of these storytellers. Paul can see that their approach was different. They were gentle with the Thessalonians, feeding them only as much as they could manage at one time like a nursing mother feeding her baby, 2 verse 7. They were totally committed to their calling, sharing everything that they had and were with these “baby believers”.
Courage, conviction and care then are the essential ingredients upon which a successful Christian mission can be established. All of these testify to an integrity which cannot be questioned. Paul asked for nothing in return for the good news he brought. At 2 verse 9 he says that “we worked night and day so that we might not be a burden to any of you”. He does not give the nature of this work but we can assume that it must have been some kind of tent making or repairing since he works as a tentmaker in Corinth to earn his keep while living with Aquila and Priscilla there (Acts 18 verse 3). All of this enabled the Thessalonians to find them “pure, upright and blameless” at 2 verse 10. In other words, their teaching was free from error, their lives were free from immorality and their record was clear of anything underhand.

All of this served as an inspiring example to the Thessalonians, the same example that a father or any good parent would want to give to their children “urging and encouraging you and pleading that you lead a life worthy of God”. And all of this courage, conviction, care, integrity and inspiration paid dividends because the Thessalonians believed. They recognised that what was being offered by Paul and his companions was not mere human wisdom but the very word of God. And this in turn enables us to make an important distinction - one that is often confused in Christian circles – between mission and evangelism. They are not the same thing. Mission is done by those who are sent, in this case Paul, Silas and Timothy. Whether it is evangelism or not can only be determined by others, those who hear the message, those who accept it as “good news”. I may come preaching good news but it may be my good news, my story, my wisdom . Only the spirit of God working in the hearts of my hearers can convince them that is from God. It might seem like good news to me but it needs to sound like good news to you too!
Because they as gentiles have heard and accepted the same good news as their Jewish brothers and sisters in Judea, they are at one with them. They have been remade in the same image, they are  “imitators of the churches of God in Christ Jesus that are in Judea”. And they have suffered the same kind of persecution. There are some commentators who find Paul’s comments in verses 15 and 16 distasteful because they seem anti-Semitic. They cannot be since Paul himself was a Jew and he tells the truth – it was members of the Jewish nation who called for Jesus death, who opposed the prophets, who drove out the Christians from Jerusalem and who are now trying to hinder this mission to European Gentiles. But it is not the whole Jewish nation because there is a Christian church in Judea the members of which are Jews.
Time is running out now for those Jews who have resisted the good news of Jesus and failed to allow his life and teaching change their religious practice. Even though the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple by the armies of Rome lies 20 years in the future, Paul can see, at verse 16 as Jesus could see 20 years before him that a day would come when not one stone would rest upon the other. There would be no Temple and no altar for sacrifice. The ultimate sacrifice had already been made in the death of Jesus. No further sacrifice was needed. If these conservative Jewish leaders would not set their sacrifices aside then God would have no choice but to take away the means by which they were being made. Paul sees the seriousness of the situation and his language at 2 verse 16 is stark, ‘They have constantly been filling up the measure of their sins; but God’s wrath has overtaken them at last.”  How much better it would be to be able to say of them what was being said of the Gentile believers in Thessalonica….text…. let us not be in any doubt about our need to have the same thing said of us here in this church today.    
