
Living in Light of the Lord’s Coming #2

“Marks of a Healthy Church”

1 Thessalonians 1:1-10

Having a baby is an exciting time, but one filled with anxious moments. One of those is when the parents take their child in for a checkup. They watch as their baby is measured and weighed, then the doctor comes in and looks into its eyes and ears, checking movement and responses. When the doctor announces that everything is normal and the child is in good health, the relief of the parents is palpable.

The apostle Paul must have felt that way about the churches he planted. They were his children, and like a parent he was concerned about their development and well-being. In fact, we will see in the second chapter of Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians that he compares himself to both a mother and a father in relation to the congregation. The first chapter is like a checkup of this infant assembly, and in it we will discover some marks of a healthy church that apply even to the present day. 

First Thessalonians is a letter, and it begins in verse one like a typical letter in the first century Roman Empire.

Paul, Silas, and Timothy, 

To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: 

Grace and peace to you.

Modern letters begin with the recipient, with the author’s name appearing at the end. Letters back then began with the author, followed by the recipient, with a brief greeting—somewhat like a memorandum today. 

This letter begins with the author—or authors, in this case—being Paul, Silas, and Timothy. There are no titles with these names, as they were very familiar to the audience. It had been a short time since they had been together, so formalities were unnecessary.

It is addressed “to the church of the Thessalonians.” The Greek word for “church” is ekklēsia, meaning “an assembly.” In those days it was used in a variety of contexts, religious and secular.
 It did not, however, mean a building. The church is a group of people, not the structure where they meet. 

Paul’s greeting, “grace” and “peace,” is almost always found in Paul’s greetings and benedictions. “Grace” is a Greek concept, one of the great Christian words. It means giving something undeserved, with the ultimate act of grace being “the gift of eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” “Peace,” on the other hand, has a Hebrew connotation. We sometimes think of peace negatively, as the absence of conflict or war. But the Hebrew equivalent, šhālôm, is concerned with wholeness, soundness, and signifies prosperity in the widest sense, especially prosperity in spiritual things.
 
The two are connected, and even the order is important. Grace comes from God and is the cause, while peace is the effect. Romans 5:1 states, “Therefore, since we have been justified [by grace] through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” You won’t find peace without grace.

The Ingredients of Christian Maturity

Paul begins with a word of gratitude in verse two: “We always thank God for all of you, mentioning you in our prayers.” This is not a mere formality; at least three times in this letter, Paul gave thanks for the church and the way it responded to his ministry. Not every pastor can be that thankful.

Why was Paul so thankful? Verse three gives the answer, “We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.” At first our eyes are drawn toward the familiar trio of “faith, hope, and love,” made famous by the final verse of 1 Corinthians 13, “Now remain faith, hope, and love, these three. And the greatest of these is love.” John Stott calls these “the three most eminent Christian graces.”

We often regard faith, love, and hope as invisible virtues, qualities of the heart invisible to those around us. But in Paul’s mind, faith resulted in work, love manifested itself in labor, and hope could be seen in the perseverance of those in whom it dwelled.
 Far from theoretical ideas, these are concrete actions that mark true Christianity. Faith works, love labors and hope endures. A true faith in God leads to good works, and without works faith is dead. Here Paul and James are seen to agree, even if Paul usually stresses the faith which issues in works and James the works which issue from faith. A true love for people leads to labor for them; otherwise it degenerates into mere sentimentality. Moreover, this “labor” is the Greek term kopos, which denotes “either the fatiguing nature of what is done or the magnitude of the exertion required.”
 Paul means more than small deeds of kindness done without hope of reward.
 This suggests hard work done for the kingdom of God. And a true hope, which looks expectantly for the Lord’s return, leads to endurance (hypomonē), which is patient fortitude in the face of opposition.
 Hope, in a Christian context, always has an air of certainty about it. It is a confident expectation, not the unfounded optimism we often mean by the word. More particularly, the Christian hope is directed towards the second coming of Christ that seems to be in mind here.

And this is truly remarkable. The church is only a few months old. Its members are newborn Christians, freshly converted from either Judaism or paganism. Their Christian convictions have been newly acquired. Their Christian moral standards have been recently adopted. And they are being sorely tested by persecution. You would expect it to be a very wobbly church in a very precarious condition. But no. Paul is confident about it, because he knows it is God’s church, and because he has confidence in God.
 The church at Thessalonica was an excellent example of spiritual vitality.

These are ingredients of Christian maturity. Faith, hope and love are evidences of regeneration by the Holy Spirit. Together they completely reorientate our lives, as we find ourselves being drawn up towards God in faith, out towards others in love and on towards Christ’s return in hope.

The person who claims to be God’s child, but whose life has not changed, is only fooling himself. Those whom God chooses, He changes. This does not mean they are perfect, but they are possessors of a new life that cannot be hidden.

The Imitation of Christian Modeling

Secondly, Paul commends the imitation of Christian modeling in verses 4-7,

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. You know how we lived among you for your sake. You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia.
The process actually begins with Paul. He followed Christ; they followed him; and others followed them.
 Paul later wrote in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” That is a tall order, but inevitable. As Christians, others are watching and following us. The question is, are we following Christ?

The Thessalonians did become imitators of Paul, Silas, and Timothy, but they were also imitators of the Lord. They never lost sight of their true Model. Human leaders will themselves fail from time to time; we must always keep our eyes ultimately on the Lord.

As Paul moved through Macedonia, where Thessalonica was located, southward into other cities of Achaia, he quickly learned that the news of the Thessalonians’ great faith had preceded him. So pronounced was their faith that it echoed down the canyons, over the countryside, and into the city streets of the surrounding areas. Their Christianity was contagious and spreading faster than Paul could travel!

This did not come easily, though. Notice the conjunction of severe suffering and the joy given by the Holy Spirit. Affliction has always been the lot of the true disciple of Christ, as he himself foretold. Luther asked reasonably, “If Christ wore a crown of thorns, why should His followers expect only a crown of roses?”

The reality of our faith can be measured by our attitude in adversity. Affliction and trials have always been the lot of the Christian. But it is also true that we can always have a joy that trials cannot take away.

Paul concludes in verse seven, “And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia.” The Greek term translated “model” is typos, originally meaning the mark of a stroke or blow, then a figure formed by a blow, an impression left by a seal or die, and is the root of our “typewriter.” It came to mean a pattern, which is its meaning here.
 

The church in Thessalonica may not have had a lot of money, a large congregation, or famous teachers. But they had strong faith. They had active love. They had abiding hope. They had the right stuff.
 They were worthy of being imitated as a model.

The Increase of Christian Message

Finally we see the increase of the Christian message in verses 8-10,

The Lord’s message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia—your faith in God has become known everywhere. Therefore we do not need to say anything about it, for they themselves report what kind of reception you gave us. They tell how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.
The verb rang out actually means “to sound as a trumpet.” But the Thessalonians were not “tooting their own horns” as did the Pharisees Jesus described in Matthew 6. They were trumpeting forth the Good News of salvation.

The message was spreading throughout Macedonia and Achaia, which were the two Roman provinces into which Greece was then divided.
 Paul’s strategy of planting a church in a vibrant, high-profile city from which the word would spread throughout the region certainly succeeded here.

We are reminded of the Great Commission Jesus gave to His followers before returning to Heaven. It is the responsibility and privilege of each local church to share the message of salvation with the lost world. Many congregations are content to pay a staff to do the witnessing and soul-winning. But in New Testament times, the entire congregation was involved in sharing the Good News.

Verse nine speaks of the two-fold turning involved in conversion. They turned to God from idols. Repentance is usually thought of us turning away from sin, and that is true. But it is not the whole story. We also turn to God, and only if the bad is replaced with the good will we see a true change in our lives.

In verse ten Paul commends them as they “wait for His Son from heaven.” As he does at the end of each of the five chapters in 1 Thessalonians, Paul refers to the return of Christ in verse 10: “Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.” Jesus is our Rescuer, and the verb puts emphasis on the greatness of the peril and on the power of Him who delivers us. “The coming wrath” is the eschatological wrath, the wrath of God that will come on evil at the end time.
 We have no need to fear God’s wrath, since Jesus took His wrath for our sins upon Himself on the cross.

The word rendered “wait for” is anamenein, used here only in the New Testament. It means “wait expectantly.”
 It does not mean sitting around idly waiting for Christ to return, although a few there in Thessalonica had adopted this attitude. This is an active anticipation, a preparation for our future.

The church at Thessalonica was a church to be commended, as they exhibited the ingredients of Christian maturity—faith, love, and hope—the imitation of Christian modeling—as they followed Paul (who followed Christ) and set an example for others—and the increase of the Christian message, as they share Christ with others. Warren Wiersbe writes, 

No church can spread the gospel with any degree of integrity, let alone credibility, unless it has been visibly changed by the gospel it preaches. We need to look like what we are talking about. It is not enough to receive the gospel and pass it on; we must embody it in our common life of faith, love, joy, peace, righteousness and hope.

May we be like the Thessalonians, living in light of the Lord’s coming.
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