May 25th, 2008

Sunday School

1 Thessalonians 1:5-10

Background:

Timing: Paul’s second missionary journey (AD 50-52). The visit to Thessalonica came right after the harrowing experience in Phillipi (Acts 16; 1 Thess 2:2)

The book was written around AD 51, very close to Paul’s experience in Thessalonica.

(Acts 17:1-15)

Paul’s Commendation and Thanksgiving of the faithful Thessalonians (1:2-7)

“We give thanks to God always for all of you, constantly” (2a)

1. The Means of Commendation: Prayer for the Thessalonians.

“making remembrance of you in our prayers” (2b)

2. The Occasion for Commendation: Remembrance of the Thessalonians’ character and service.

“constantly remembering before our God and Father your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.” (3)

3. The Cause for Commendation: Knowledge

“”knowing, brothers loved by God, that he has chosen you” (4)

Paul includes two reasons for his confidence in the Thessalonians’ election:

a. Confidence in the message and the messengers (v5)

“because our gospel came among you not only in word, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction. You know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake.” 

The last statement, “you know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake” restricts vs. 5 to the messengers, and is therefore not speaking of the Thessalonians. There are five aspects to the ministry of Paul and his co-workers among this community:

i. It was manifest among the Thessalonians (5a)

· Not “we came among you” – Paul’s priority is the gospel

· Message needs a messenger. 

· Note Paul’s diligent ministry in the midst of persecution (Acts 17:2,3). Three Sabbaths implies at least three weeks of teaching.

· An Illustration of Romans 10:17 – faith comes by hearing the word of Christ


ii. Not only in word (5b)

· Words are the means of communicating the message

· There is a danger of focusing on the words and eloquence to the detriment of the message – the preacher’s deathtrap.

· Paul was righteously paranoid that his message and style would not hinder the glory of God (1 Cor 2:5)

iii. But in power (5c)

· Related to the previous point, power for salvation does not reside in words alone. 

· What kind of power? Signs? Wonders?

Could be, but Paul uses singular “power”, not “powers” (Heb 2:4)

· Paul understood this – the theme of Romans (Rom 1:16-17)

· The gospel is the power of God for salvation. It is inherently powerful, the “sword” which the Spirit uses (Heb 4:12)

iv. In the Holy Spirit (5d)

· The Holy Spirit is the effectual means of accomplishing the gospel’s power.

· Acts 1:8 – you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you

· In what ways does the Spirit work through the gospel?

a. Empowering the messenger (Acts 1:8)

b. Preparing the hearer to receive the message (1 Cor 2:14)

c. Convicting and drawing men to God through the message (John 16:8-11)

v. With full conviction (5e)

· Not of the hearers, but of the ministers

· What is this conviction?

a. In the power of God

b. In the Holy Spirit’s work

c. The idea of being absolutely convinced to the point to full confidence (Heb 10:22)

Paul is assured not only of the manner in which he preached, but also in his evident conduct among them, “for you know” (2:2; 2:5; 2:10-11; 3:4 – he preached, knowing affliction would come)

What does this mean for bearers of the gospel?

· Going in the midst of people who have not heard

· Being less obsessed about eloquence in proportion to being more dependent on God in prayer

· If the gospel is powerful to save, then we dare not be ashamed of it (Rom 1:16-17)

· Dependent on the Spirit, walking in the Spirit, not grieving the Spirit

· Being fully convinced of and convicted by of the message before preaching it: preach to yourself

· Let your conduct match the message

Paul’s second reason for his confidence in the Thessalonians’ calling:

b. Confidence in the renowned character of the Thessalonians (6-7)

“And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, after receiving the word in much affliction, with the joy of the Holy Spirit, so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. 

The proof of their election was made evident by the Thessalonians conduct in five ways, which present to us a living illustration of Church discipleship:

i. First, they received the word in much affliction (6b)

· Acts 17:5-8

· Do you think it was back to normal once Paul and his companions left? The retreat was over… back to life? Impossible.

· Their own people, possibly people they knew (1 Thess. 2:14)

· Yet, they received the word. What does “received” mean? 

a. To accept, to take as true

b. They had the option of weighing the pros and cons

c. There was a price for accepting the word: affliction and reception of the message came hand in hand

d. Their assurance of the truth of Christ was so strong, they paid for it

ii. They received the word with the joy of the Holy Spirit (6c)

· Not just a passive reception but a passionate joy

· Even as young believers, they rejoiced in hope despite affliction (Rom 5:3; James 1:2-4)

· The example of the minister probably played no small part (cf. Phil 2:17). Not just in Thessalonica, but fresh from the agony of Phillipi (1 Thess 2:2).

iii. They became imitators of the ministers and the Lord (6a)

· Not mimics, or copycats, as we would understand imitator

· They sought to follow the example of Paul and his companions

· Implies an example worth following – what kind of a model of Christ are you? (1 Tim. 4:12; Tit. 2:7; 1 Pet. 5:3)
· Physical example (2 Thess 3:7-9)

· Spiritual example (1 Thess 2:10-12; 1 Cor 4:16, 11:1, Phil 3:17)

· Christ is the top of the imitation chain (Eph 5:1)

How does this apply to us?

· Discipleship model
· 2 Tim 2:1-3
iv. The example became renowned in all of Macedonia and Achaia (7a)

· This is the only church that Paul calls an example

· Their diligent imitation of their teachers and the Lord resulted in them being an example to the church at large

· Godly imitations by definition become imitable 

· A good example of godliness is an encouragement for others as they follow Christ

How did they become examples to all of the surrounding regions? The text reveals two aspects two the Thessalonians’ example, and ties in to Paul’s commendation in 1:3:

i. The means of their example: their work of faith (v8)

“For not only has the word of the Lord sounded forth from you in Macedonia and Achaia, but your faith in God has gone forth everywhere, so that we need not say anything.”

· Paul is confirming his commendation in v3.

· How did the witness spread?

a. The “word of the Lord sounded forth”. The word of God and from God (with His authority) resounded across the region.

b. The Thessalonians were passionate about the gospel.

c. What specific element of their lives spread? Their “faith in God”.

d. The ones who are faithful in affliction become models for church at large. This is why tales of the martyrs still circulate across the world. It is the story not just of faith in God, but God’s trustworthiness even when life is taken away.

e. An interesting result – the Apostles (8b) were helped in their ministry endeavor. By word of mouth, through the example of Thessalonica, the church grew in Macedonia and Achaia. Truly a “blessed rumor”.

ii. The nature of their example:

· Their labor of love (v9)

“For they themselves report concerning us the kind of reception we had among you, and how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God”

i. Many of the Thessalonians would have been idolaters (Acts 17:4) probably including those who were “God fearing” without the gospel.

ii. The progression is as follows:

1. They received Paul and his companions, along with the message of the Gospel (8a, 6b)

2. Believing the message, they loved Christ enough to turn away from their dead idols (8b). (See also 1 John 5:21, 1 Cor 10:14, Col 3:5)

3. Turning away was not enough. Their love manifest itself in a present tense, tangible service for God and the gospel (8c). Saving faith is a one-time past event, but serving faith is present continuous.

4. What does it mean to serve the living and true God, as opposed to dead idolatry?

(1 Thess 4:1, Rom 6:1ff, Rom 12:1ff, Col 3, Eph 5)

· Their steadfastness of hope (v10)

“and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come”

i. The manner of hope: waiting expectantly (10a)

a. The picture of family reunion… the word has the added notion of patience and trust. Like the mother for a long-gone son. Like the prodigal son’s father.

b. 1 John 3:2, Titus 2:13

c. The Thessalonians already had a mindset of strangers and aliens (1 Pet 2:11). Heaven is home, here is not.

ii. The object of hope: the “Son from heaven”

a. Christ is the object of a biblical hope. Not timelines, not eschatology. 

b. The divine romance: we wait for our bridegroom, Christ, to return.

c. The son, the God-man, incarnate deity. The one who promised he would come. (Acts 1:11)

d. He comes from heaven, at the seat of authority (Col 3:1; Phil 2:9, Matt 28:18)

e. He is the resurrected one, the basis of a living hope in contrast to dead idolatry (1 Pet 1:3; Col 3:1)

f. He delivers from coming wrath

i. There IS wrath (Rom 1:18; John 3:36) on all those not under Christ’s covering.

ii. This could refer either to future wrath to come in the great tribulation (Rev 6-19) or God’s eternal wrath as mentioned before.

iii. The evidence is not conclusive, but this passage and 1 Thess 5:9 are in the context of Christ’s saving work, therefore it seem to apply to eternal condemnation for sin.

How does this apply to us?
· Having a mindset that we do not belong (1 Pet 2:11)

· Being Christ-minded, not soaked with this world (Col 3:1-4)

· Not loving the world (1 John 2:15-17)

· Pursuing purity in light of the assured hope of Christ’s coming (1 John 3:3)
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