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“Handbook for Holy Living (part 1)”

1 Thessalonians 5:12-15

I like handbooks. 

A handbook is defined as either “a book capable of being conveniently carried as a ready reference,” or “a concise reference book covering a particular subject.” By nature handbooks are usually direct and to the point. And they tend to be very practical. 
One of the great characteristics of 1 Thessalonians is its practicality. It speaks to the Christian in terms of everyday life. This is especially true in 5:12-18, the very last part of the book. Here Paul gives us a list of eighteen practical exhortations designed to improve the quality of our lives.
 

In my home church while growing up, our pastor preached through the book of 1 Thessalonians, and when he came to this section he called it a “handbook for holy living.”
 That phrase has always stuck with me through the years, and I am borrowing that title as we cover this same passage of Scripture.

As Paul nears the closing remarks of his first letter to the Thessalonians, he begins wrapping up with a “back to the basics” kind of exhortation. Here we find a quick-fire, but surefire, prescription for getting and staying on target. These aren’t just suggestions or optional activities to occupy our spare time if we get around to them. These are commands from the Spirit of God…by the apostle Paul…to the Thessalonians…and through them to all who claim to be followers of Christ.

I will not try to cover all of these this evening—we will only cover the first topic tonight—but I see these verses breaking down into three broad subjects:

· Our relationships within our church (12-15)

· Our relationships with our circumstances (16-18)

· Our relationship with our Creator (19-25)

Let’s look at the first section, verses 12-15,

Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and who admonish you. Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work. Live in peace with each other. And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone. Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else.
Our Relationships within Our Church

Paul first deals with our relationships within the church. It is tragic when believers neglect or ignore the local church. No family is perfect and no local church is perfect; but without a family to protect him and provide for him, a child would suffer and die. The child of God needs the church family if he is to grow, develop his gifts, and serve God.

This picture of the church as a family seems to be the key concept in the second half of 1 Thessalonians 5, since the Greek word adelphoi, “brothers” occurs five times in verses 12, 13, 25, 26 and 27. He used it at least sixty times in his letters; and in the two Thessalonian letters, he used it twenty-seven times.
 It bears witness to the truth that since God is our Father, then our fellow believers are our sisters and brothers.
 

Verses 12-13 speak to how we are to treat our shepherds; verses 14-15 speak to how we are to treat our siblings. Verse twelve begins with “Now we ask you, brothers.” The verb for “ask” is in the tone of respectful request; while “brothers” shows that the request is addressed to the whole church.

God has ordained leadership for the local church. It is true that we are “all one in Christ Jesus,” according to Galatians 3:28; but it is also true that the Head of the church has given gifts to people, and then given these people to the churches to exercise His will. Just as the flock needs a shepherd, so the family needs a leader.
 By nature we don’t like authority over us, but within the church we must learn how to relate to those above us.

Paul says first that we are to respect our leaders. “Respect” translates a Greek verb that literally means, “know” and is rarely if ever used in this way elsewhere.
 The connotation is “to know the worth of” or “to appreciate the value of” those who lead.

Perhaps some church members had been disrespectful towards their leaders. On the other hand, some leaders may have provoked this reaction by their heavy-handed or autocratic behaviour. Paul rejected both attitudes. For it is God’s will, he taught, that every local church should enjoy pastoral oversight, but not his will that pastors should dominate and organize everything. They are not meant to monopolize ministries, but rather to multiply them.

The second way to relate to our shepherds is to “hold them in the highest regard in love.” The verb “regard” means just that: to “think well of.” But Paul modifies it with an adverb meaning “quite beyond all measure” or “highest form of comparison imaginable.” We might paraphrase the command as “Esteem them way beyond what you could imagine!” Of course, Paul doesn’t mean that we should place them on a pedestal or blind ourselves to their faults. But neither should we hold back our praise, as some do, in an effort to keep them humble. Elsewhere Paul writes in 1 Timothy 5:17, “The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching.”

For some time the month of October has been designated, “Pastor Appreciation Month.” Some ministers cannot wait until the tenth month of the year rolls around, for that is the only time they are shown any appreciation! I am thankful that in both churches I serve, I am regularly shown much appreciation for my ministry.

Such appreciation should not only be shown to paid pastoral staff, however. Spiritual leadership is both a great responsibility and a difficult task. It is not easy to serve as an elder, deacon, or other spiritual leader. The battles and burdens are many, and sometimes the encouragements are few. It is dangerous when a church family takes their leaders for granted and fails to pray for them, work with them, and encourage them.

Why should we appreciate our leaders in the church? Christian leaders are those “who work hard among you.” It is a significant phrase because some people regard the pastorate as a Sundays-only occupation. And, to be sure, some clergy have been known to be lazy. But true pastoral work is hard work. The Greek verb Paul uses normally refers to manual occupations. It means to “toil, strive, struggle,” and to grow weary in doing so. It conjures up pictures of rippling muscles and pouring sweat. Paul applied it to farm laborers and to the physical exertions of his own tent-making. Whether it is study and the preparation of sermons, or visiting the sick and counseling the disturbed, or instructing people for baptism or marriage, or being diligent in intercession—these things demand a tremendous amount of physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual energy.
 I read once that it takes the same amount of energy to preach a sermon as it does to work eight hours of manual labor. No wonder preachers often take a nap on Sunday afternoons!

Another aspect of Christian leadership is seen in the phrase “who admonish you.” It means to warn against bad behaviour and its consequences, and to reprove, even discipline, those who have done wrong.
 Just like parents who sometimes have to correct their children, this is not a pleasant task. It can be emotionally exhausting and spiritually draining. But it is necessary.

What attitude should the local congregation adopt towards its pastors? They are neither to despise them, as if they were dispensable, nor to flatter or fawn on them as if they were popes or princes, but rather to respect them, and to hold them in the highest regard. This combination of appreciation and affection will enable pastors and people to “live in peace with each other.” Happy is the church family in which pastors and people recognize that God calls different believers to different ministries, exercise their own ministries with diligence and humility, and give to others the respect and love which their God-appointed labor demands! They will live in peace with each other.
 Whenever you find division and dissension in a local church, it is usually because of selfishness and sin on the part of the leaders, or the members, or both. James 4:1–3 makes it clear that selfishness on the inside leads to strife on the outside. It is only as we submit to one another in the Lord that we can enjoy His blessing, and peace in the family.
 

I like how Leon Morris puts it, “Leaders can never do their best work when they are subject to carping criticism from those who should be their followers. Good leaders need good followers.”

Paul then transitions from how the Thessalonians ought to treat their leaders to how they ought to love their brothers and sisters. As he does so, he steps up the intensity in verse 14: “And we urge you, brothers…” Earlier he wrote, “we ask you, brothers”; now he uses the stronger word “urge.” And he “urges” them to do five things.

First, “warn those who are idle.” Once again, this is a strong verb in Greek, this one meaning “to confront.” Now, before we take this as a bronze star on our chest deputizing us as the holiness police to call attention to every minor infraction, we need to define another term. Paul says we are to limit the confrontation to the “idle.” This term can also be translated “unruly.” The only other occurrences of this word form in the New Testament are in 2 Thessalonians 3:6-7 and 11,
 

In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, brothers, to keep away from every brother who is idle and does not live according to the teaching you received from us. For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example. We were not idle when we were with you… We hear that some among you are idle. They are not busy; they are busybodies. 

The word literally means “careless, out of line.” It was applied to a soldier who would not keep rank but insisted on marching his own way.
 (My former pastor noted that this idea made him think of the comic strip character “Beetle Bailey”!
) While his antics may cause us to chuckle, such behavior is not to be laughed at in the army of God. We are to warn them—confront them—so that they will get back in line.
Second, we are to “encourage the timid.” This term has nothing to do with mentality. The literal translation of the Greek word is “little-souled, fainthearted.” These are the quitters in the church family. They always look on the dark side of things and give up when the going is tough.
 While some hard cases of stubborn, undisciplined behavior need a firm approach, others need a more gentle touch. Instead of being confronted, the fainthearted need to be lovingly, patiently encouraged. These dear people are trembling under the weight of life’s problems. They are overwhelmed with anxiety, deeply discouraged, physically or emotionally debilitated. We sometimes use the terms “depressed” or “blue.” Such people need an affirming word, a warm embrace, a shoulder to lean on…or to cry on.

Third, we’re to “help the weak.” The “weak” are the emotionally exhausted, the mentally burned-out, and the spiritually famished. These weaker brothers and sisters need somebody to hold them up, like a brace supports a sprained ankle until it’s fully healed.
 The weak need to feel that they are not alone and strong Christians should “hold on to them” and give them the support they require.
 We have the strong and the weak in our church families today, just as in our natural families we have children who mature faster than others. How should we handle them? With patient, reassuring love. It is unfair and unwise to compare one child with another, for each one matures in his own time and his own way. We must “take hold” of these weaker believers and help them stand and walk in the Lord.

Fourth, we are to “be patient with everyone.” The Greek word “to be patient” gives the idea of a long fuse, as opposed to somebody with a quick temper whose explosive anger could be set off in a moment. We are sometimes tempted to lose our patience with those who are not growing as we are. If we don’t learn to have this kind of patience with all, we’ll end up being angry with most people much of the time.

Solomon got at the root of the meaning of this word when he wrote in Proverbs 19:11, “A man’s discretion makes him slow to anger.” One preacher trying to define it in modern terms said, “Patience is the ability to idle your motor when you feel like stripping your gears.”

Finally, Paul writes in verse 15, “Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else.” Faced with opposition from both Jews and Gentiles, retaliation must have been a strong temptation to the Thessalonians. But Christian teaching is not meant to be applied only when circumstances are easy. Christianity is a robust faith, empowered with a divine dynamic, and is to be lived out even under the most trying circumstances.
 Just imagine the revolution that would occur in our families, churches, and societies if retaliation were extinguished by forgiveness and wickedness by selflessness!

As we wrap this up, notice that verses 14-15 are addressed to “brothers,” not “pastors” or “elders” or “leaders.” These five activities are not restricted to those in leadership positions in the fellowship. We are all to be looking out for each other, helping out and holding up each other as need be. According to Ephesians 4:12, the spiritual leaders in the church are supposed to equip the members to do the work of the ministry. In most churches, the members pay the leaders to do the work of the ministry; and the leaders cannot do it all. Consequently, the work begins to weaken and die, and everybody blames the preacher. Family members must learn to minister to each other. The older members teach the younger members and encourage them when they are in difficulty.

I remember hearing long ago, “A chain is only as strong as its weakest link.” The same can be said for the church. Our goal should not be to see how much stronger or smarter we are compared to everyone else, but how much we can help others. Some of the best athletes in various sports are described this way: “They make everyone around them better.” That’s the kind of Christian we should strive to be in our local church family.
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