Sermon 1 Thessalonians 3:9-13 1/12/24
Sermon videolink: https://youtu.be/LrOHbj12H8g

We first hear about the church in Thessalonica in Acts 17. When Paul and his companions arrived in Thessalonica, they went to the Jewish Synagogue and reasoned with the worshippers from the Scriptures, proving to them that Jesus was the promised Messiah and that he had suffered and risen from the dead. After doing this for three Saturdays, some of the Jews and a large number of God-fearing Greeks and prominent women were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas. 

The God-fearing Greeks were Greeks who followed the Jewish moral laws, sometimes also the dietary laws and attended the Synagogues.

Some of the Jews who had not joined  Paul and Silas became jealous, rounded up a mob and started a riot in the city. They went to Jason’s house.  Jason had been hosting Paul and Silas. They didn’t find Paul and Silas, and instead dragged Jason before the city officials accusing him of welcoming men into his house who were defying Caesar’s decrees and claiming there is another king, besides Caesar, who is called Jesus. 

The new group of believers in the city sent Paul and Silas away for their safety.

After this Paul and his fellow missionaries tried many times to return to Thessalonica without success. Paul says, “Satan blocked our way.” With barely any time to receive Paul’s teaching and living in a city where people were hostile to the church, Paul became concerned about their faith, he writes that he was “afraid that in some way the tempter had tempted” (1 Thess. 3:5) them away from their faith. When he couldn’t stand leaving them to fend for themselves any longer, Paul managed to send Timothy to check on the fledgling church. Timothy’s role was to strengthen and encourage them in their faith.

As a testament to the power of God’s Word and the Holy Spirit, Timothy found a faithful, vibrant church in Thessalonica. Paul is overjoyed with the news and writes a letter to them. In that letter, he says that when the Lord Jesus appears, the Thessalonian Christians are going to be his hope and joy, and they will be like a glorious crown for the mission work Paul and his fellow missionaries have done. He calls them his glory and joy! (see 1 Thess. 2:19-20).  

Not only were members of the church faithful, but their faith in Christ had changed them. Their hearts were full of love. Changed by Jesus through the Spirit and the good news. This love had prompted them to produce good works despite living in constant danger in a hostile city. Their faith had endured because they were inspired by their hope in their Lord Jesus Christ  (1 Thess 1:3). 

Paul knows that their love flows from their faith in the Lord Jesus because he has experienced it in his own life. In his letter, he talks about this love that pours out of his own heart. He says, “Just as a nursing mother cares for her children, so we cared for you. Because we loved you so much, we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well.” and “with each of you as a father deals with his own children, encouraging, comforting and urging you to live lives worthy of God.” (1 Thess 2:7-8, 11-12). 

With love comes sacrifice. As Paul says, he and his fellow missionaries cared for the new fledgling Christians like a nursing mother cares for her children. Being a nursing mother is no easy thing, it involves giving of yourself for the sake of a crying and needy little child. Fathers too, motivated by love for their children, sacrifice their time and energy to take care of and raise their children. 

With love comes sacrifice, and yet the greatest joy we can experience also comes from love. 

Faith in Christ changes people. The love of Jesus, displayed in his life of service to all those in need and ultimately displayed in his selfless act of dying for us, is poured into the hearts of those who trust in him. We love because he first loved us.  With love comes pain and sacrifice for those we love, but love also brings peace between people and with that peace there is joy.

One of the concerns the Thessalonian church members had was that some of them had died since coming to faith in Christ. They knew that through Christ they were assured of eternal life but they didn’t know what this meant. Perhaps they thought they would never die and that the Lord would come very soon, but since some of them had died they began to have doubts. If those who had already died had somehow missed out on the eternal future promised by Jesus, then perhaps their faith was in vain.

Death has a habit of making us wonder. When someone we love dies, one of the big questions is, “Where are they now?” Are they gone forever? What was their standing with God? Are they really in heaven or are they somewhere else, a place we dare not imagine? 

Paul encourages the Thessalonians, assuring them that when Jesus comes, those who had faith who have died will be raised to life. Next, all those who are still alive will be taken up to meet the Lord and join all those already there and be with the Lord forever. This meant they did not need to be fearful about those who had already died, and they did not need to be fearful if they also died. Through Christ, death has become merely a transition to eternal life with God.

Assured of the eternal future of their deceased loved ones and assured of their eternal future the Thessalonians, and all of us who trust in Jesus, no longer need to be anxious about the future. Instead, we can hold onto hope and begin to experience the comforting peace of God, made possible through Jesus. Trusting in Jesus, we can live fully in the present and make the most of the time God has given us on this earth. We can let the Spirit change our character so that it reflects the love of Christ in our lives and flows out into a life of love for God and our neighbour. 
Amen


