
Living in Light of the Lord’s Coming #3

“Must-Haves for a Minister”

1 Thessalonians 2:1-12

One of the first resources a new pastor needs when he begins ministry is called a minister’s manual. This one, the Christian Minister’s Manual,
 provides a variety of wedding ceremonies and funeral services as well as special occasions such as baptisms, child dedications, ordinations, and communion services, and even practical information on counseling, hospital calls, and the life of a minister. While Bible college prepares the pastoral student for preparing and delivering sermons from Sunday to Sunday, these special occasions that come up from time to time—usually without a lot of notice—can threaten to trip up the young pastor. Most every minister has a minister’s manual.

As we look into the second chapter of Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians, we come to a section that The NIV Study Bible calls a “manual” for a minister.
 We won’t find wedding vows or communion meditations, nor does this passage tell us on which side of the casket to stand during a funeral or graveside service. No, what we find here is what it takes to be a minister. It is, in the words of one author, “one of the richest descriptions of the work of a Christian minister to be found in the New Testament.”

This was not Paul’s original intention. We saw from Acts 17 how his brief mission in Thessalonica had been brought to an undignified end. The public riot and the legal charges against the missionaries were so serious that they were persuaded to make a humiliating night flight from the city. Paul’s critics took full advantage of his sudden disappearance. In order to undermine his authority and his gospel, they determined to discredit him. So they launched a malicious smear campaign. By studying Paul’s self-defense it is possible for us to reconstruct their slanders. “He ran away,” they sneered, “and hasn’t been seen or heard of since. Obviously he’s insincere, impelled by the basest motives. He’s just one more of those many phony teachers who tramp up and down the Egnatian Way. In a word, he’s a charlatan. He’s in his job only for what he can get out of it in terms of sex, money, prestige or power. So when opposition arose, and he found himself in personal danger, he took to his heels and ran! He doesn’t care about you Thessalonian disciples of his; he has abandoned you! He’s much more concerned about his own skin than your welfare.”

It seems likely that some of the Thessalonians were being carried away by this torrent of abuse. The facts of Paul’s abrupt departure and failure to return seemed to fit the accusations being made against him. His critics’ case sounded pretty plausible. So Paul must have found this personal attack extremely painful. He also determined to reply to the charges which were being leveled at him, not out of anger or pride, but because the truth of the gospel and the future of the church were at stake.

Our world today lacks strong leadership that exhibits both integrity of heart and skillfulness of hands. At the same time, the world abounds with leadership literature, lectures, conferences, and consultants. These products promise fresh ideas, new techniques, and practical principles that will help us become more effective and successful. Sometimes the advice proves true. More often than not, though, we’re offered a set of gimmicks and clichés that leave us frustrated rather than refueled, overwhelmed rather than liberated.

Much of the leadership resources available deal more with what leaders do rather than who they are. Yet, as Howard Hendricks stated,

I’m satisfied that the best leaders are those who lead not by what they do primarily but by who they are. And the crisis in leadership in America today—and we’ve got a crisis—is a crisis of credibility. It is a crisis of character. 

I was conducting a training session outside of Washington, we had several government officials there, and during one of the breaks one of the guys came up and said, “Do you know what we’ve discovered in our government evaluation?” 

I said, “No, but I would certainly be interested.” 

He said, “I’ll tell you. We have discovered that if you give a person management techniques without character, you simply enable him to become a more efficient rip-off artist.”

Leadership is essential to the success of an organization. But what is leadership? Simply put, leadership is “inspiring influence.” It’s the ability to light a fire in people’s hearts and minds that motivates them to do things they never thought possible. Like rallying an army at the brink of defeat to victory…reviving students who are barely passing their courses to acing their exams…and renewing churches at the brink of implosion to a new sense of mission and explosive growth. In business, a good leader can stimulate high morale while increasing profitability. In a family, good leadership can leave a legacy of strong character.

The first twelve verses of 1 Thessalonians 2 provides insight into Paul’s pastoral heart. In these verses, more perhaps than anywhere else in his letters, he discloses his mind, expresses his emotions and bares his soul. No one who is engaged in any form of pastoral ministry can fail to be touched and challenged by what Paul writes here.

What this teaches the church is what I am calling must-haves for a minister. Through this passage we will see

· Paul’s Gospel Message

· Paul’s Genuine Motive

· Paul’s Godly Manner

Paul’s Gospel Message

We are introduced to Paul’s gospel message in verses 1-2,

You know, brothers, that our visit to you was not a failure. We had previously suffered and been insulted in Philippi, as you know, but with the help of our God we dared to tell you his gospel in spite of strong opposition.
In verses 2, 4, 8, and 9 Paul mentions the “gospel.” It is a favorite term of the apostle, as he uses it over sixty times in his letters (out of 76 occurrences in the New Testament), six times in 1 Thessalonians alone. In this passage Paul emphasizes the fact that this is “the gospel of God,” the literal translation of the Greek in verses 2, 8, and 9. True, he speaks of “our gospel” in 1 Thessalonians 1:5, because he was proclaiming something he knew for himself and had made his very own. But the importance here is on the origin of the gospel—it is from God. Similarly Paul wrote in Galatians 1:11-12, “I want you to know, brothers, that the gospel I preached is not something that man made up. I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ.” Leon Morris observes, “It is nothing less than God’s plan for man’s salvation. The Christian faith is not the accumulated wisdom of pious souls, nor the insight of men of religious genius, but the divine plan for dealing with our sin.”

The true minister of God preaches God’s Word, not his own ideas or someone else’s opinions. Throughout the pages of Scripture we see it depicted as “milk” or “meat” or “bread”—spiritual food necessary for life. Unfortunately, many churches today resemble the “famine” of Amos 8:11-12, “not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the words of the Lord. Men will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the Lord, but they will not find it.” 
Preaching God’s gospel does not come easily. Paul reminds his readers how he “had previously suffered and been insulted in Philippi.” The Greek implies both physical and emotional abuse. Paul and Silas had suffered both types of mistreatment at Philippi.
 They had been stripped, beaten, thrown into prison, and their feet fastened in the stocks. It had not only been an extremely painful experience, but humiliating as well, since they were flogged naked in public, without trial, and in spite of their Roman citizenship.
 We speak of “adding insult to injury” today, and this is what Paul and Silas experienced.

Their troubles did not end when they arrived at Thessalonica. Yes, the gospel was accepted and a good number of people believed in Christ. Yet it was “in spite of strong opposition.” This is an athletic term that means “a contest, a struggle.” The Greek world was familiar with athletic contests, and Paul often used this idea to illustrate spiritual truths. He used this same word in Philippians 1:30 where he pictured the Christian life as an athletic contest that demanded dedication and energy. It had not been easy to start a church in Philippi, and it was not easy to start one in Thessalonica.

Despite these troubles the apostolic band had preached boldly. The verb translated we dared derives from two words that mean ‘all speech’; it points to feeling completely at home so that words flow freely. This includes being without fear and having complete confidence. In the New Testament the verb is always connected with Christian preaching. This is done with the help of our God. Paul is not speaking of merely natural courage, but of the supernatural endowment with which God equips those who put their trust in Him.

The first and foremost “must-have” for a minister is the gospel message. Without it, nothing else matters.

Paul’s Genuine Motive

Secondly we see Paul’s genuine motive in verses 3-6,

For the appeal we make does not spring from error or impure motives, nor are we trying to trick you. On the contrary, we speak as men approved by God to be entrusted with the gospel. We are not trying to please men but God, who tests our hearts. You know we never used flattery, nor did we put on a mask to cover up greed—God is our witness. We were not looking for praise from men, not from you or anyone else. 

The fact that they preached in Thessalonica despite the opposition they faced before and during their ministry there was strong evidence of their genuine and pure motives.
 Paul’s insistence on the purity of their motives seems to indicate that he is meeting an accusation that their interest was not in their message, but in their profits (like the many itinerant preachers of strange cults and philosophies of that time).

Paul defends his genuine motive mostly in a negative way. His motive is not impurity, people pleasing, greed, or seeking praise from people, but only pleasing God. He writes in verse 3, “nor are we trying to trick you.” The Greek for this word was originally used of a lure for catching fish; it came to be used of any sort of cunning used for profit.
 Yet how many preachers today have the reputation for being all about the money? That proves they are not true messengers from God.

I like Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase in The Message of verse 5: “We never used words as a smoke screen to take advantage of you” (1 Thessalonians 2:5, msg). Paul didn’t show up at their doorsteps wheeling and dealing with a wink in his eye and a trick up his sleeve. He was no charlatan, no sweet talker, no half-truth teller. Without any ulterior motives, Paul spoke to the Thessalonians with integrity. This is a portrait of somebody who was completely sincere. He had a simple heart, a pure mind. Paul was a “what-you-see-is-what-you-get” kind of person. No hidden agenda, no manipulation, no forked tongue.

Furthermore, Paul wasn’t a people pleaser. That doesn’t mean he went out of his way to offend people whenever he had the chance. It means he didn’t engage in insincere flattery, fudging his principles to land a convert or softening the message to avoid rejection. Simply put, flattery and people-pleasing are signs of insecurity. Such people want to sit on the fence, be liked by both sides, and hold off on making decisions to see which way the crowd seems to be leaning. Paul said that he “never came with flattering speech” (2:5). He determined, in word and deed, to please God alone. Galatians 1:10 says, “For am I now seeking the favor of men, or of God? Or am I striving to please men? If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a bond-servant of Christ.” Paul’s strategy needs to be ours: Do what’s right before God and let people think what they want.

John Phillips observes,

The pulpit must never be intimidated by the pew. The preacher must always be courteous, but at times he is honor bound to say things that will likely offend someone who holds a different view or who is guilty of some particular sin. That is not his primary concern. He is to speak the truth in love. So often the truth is trimmed because it might upset a rich benefactor, an influential deacon, or a prominent and powerful citizen.

Then, Paul wasn’t authoritarian. As an apostle who had been handpicked by Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit to perform astonishing miracles, and acknowledged as an authority by other churches, he had a right to first-class treatment. Instead, he served the Thessalonians with humility. He didn’t seek glory from men nor play the “apostle” card. Abusing authority is a particularly powerful temptation for spiritual leaders because people tend to place them on a pedestal. And who doesn’t like to be looked up to? But this kind of authoritarian style can lead to rudeness, dictatorial methods, and a loss of accountability. When that happens, the clock starts ticking toward a leadership and organizational explosion and collapse.

Paul’s ministry in Thessalonica had been public. It was exercised in the open before God and human beings, for he had nothing whatever to hide. Happy are those Christian leaders today, who hate hypocrisy and love integrity, who have nothing to conceal or be ashamed of, who are well known for who and what they are, and who are able to appeal without fear to God and the public as their witnesses! We need more transparency and openness of this kind today.

Paul’s Godly Manner

Finally, we see Paul’s godly manner in which he performed his ministry. His ministry was not only one of good intentions; it was marked by behavior that backed them up.

We read of this in verses 6-12,

As apostles of Christ we could have been a burden to you, but we were gentle among you, like a mother caring for her little children. We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us. Surely you remember, brothers, our toil and hardship; we worked night and day in order not to be a burden to anyone while we preached the gospel of God to you. 

You are witnesses, and so is God, of how holy, righteous and blameless we were among you who believed. For you know that we dealt with each of you as a father deals with his own children, encouraging, comforting and urging you to live lives worthy of God, who calls you into his kingdom and glory.

The word translated “gentle” is ēpios, a word that the Greeks used to describe the kindness displayed by parents toward their children.
 In the following verses, Paul likens himself to both a mother and a father to the Thessalonian Christians. The apostles behaved in a genuinely affectionate manner towards the Thessalonians; Paul repeats the thought in different words: we loved you so much. He uses an unusual verb in the original language, one that may have been a term of endearment derived from the nursery.
 

There is more to ministry than preaching, though that one activity is most emphasized in Bible colleges and seminaries. Just as God uses people to bring the Gospel to the lost, so He uses people to nurture the babes in Christ and help lead them to maturity. The church at Thessalonica was born through the faithful preaching of the apostle and his helpers, and the church was nurtured through the faithful pastoring that Paul and his friends gave to the infant church. This helped them stand strong in the midst of persecution.

When I was interviewed at the Maroa church, one of the questions I was asked was this: “Do you consider yourself a preacher or a pastor?” Twenty-five years ago I may not have known the difference. But I have come to realize they are not the same. To be a preacher requires a knowledge of God’s word and the ability to communicate it publicly. To be a pastor requires a knowledge of God’s people and the ability to care for them in both public and private.

That Paul became a “people person” is beautifully illustrated in verses 8 and 9. Though he was totally committed to communicating the message of Christianity, he knew that message could only be communicated effectively in a context of concern.
 The Thessalonian Christians knew Paul and his ministry well. He was no distant celebrity; no aloof executive in a pinstriped suit who communicated solely through interoffice memos. On the contrary, he walked among them and worked alongside them. Quite likely, he had enjoyed Sunday afternoon meals in their homes and getting to know their families. He knew them intimately and allowed them to come “up-close and personal” with him.

Paul says that they not only were they delighted to share the gospel with them, but they shared their lives as well. He is speaking of that giving of oneself (and not simply a message that one has heard somewhere) that is of the very essence of genuine Christian ministry. This is not easy; it is physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually taxing. True Christian service is costly.
 Paul speaks of the “toil and hardship” he encountered there in Thessalonica. The Greeks despised manual labor and viewed it as fit only for slaves, but Paul was not ashamed of doing any sort of work that would help further the gospel. He did not want to be unduly dependent on others.

Here, then, is a tremendous threefold claim. Paul insists that his message was true, his motives were pure and his manner was open and above-board. In these tree areas his conscience was entirely clear. In what he said, and in why and how he said it, he was free from anything underhand.
 This is what a church needs in a pastor. These are the must-haves for a minister.
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