
Introduction to 1 Thessalonians 




Chapter 1

A Church That Became News: The Gospel, the Spirit, and the Testimony 

That Travels

 

First Thessalonians is the earliest surviving letter of the Apostle Paul — and possibly the earliest document in the entire New Testament — written from Corinth around AD 50 to a  young  church  in  Thessalonica  that  Paul  had  planted  just  weeks  or  months  before under  conditions  of  extreme  pressure.  The  city  of  Thessalonica  was  the  capital  of  the Roman province of Macedonia, a wealthy port city on the Via Egnatia, the great Roman road  that  connected  Rome  to  the  eastern  empire.  It  was  cosmopolitan,  religiously diverse,  politically  connected  to  Rome,  and  thoroughly  embedded  in  the  cult  of  the emperor.  It  was,  in  other  words,  the  ancient  equivalent  of  a  major  modern  city — sophisticated,  powerful,  and  not  particularly  disposed  to  welcome  a  message  that declared a crucified Jewish carpenter to be Lord over Caesar.

Paul  had  arrived  in  Thessalonica  with  Silas  and  Timothy  after  being  released  from prison  in  Philippi.  He  preached  in  the  Jewish  synagogue  for  three  weeks,  persuading some  Jews  and  a  large  number  of  God-fearing  Greeks  and  a  number  of  prominent women.  The  response  was  significant  enough  to  trigger  a  violent  reaction:  a  mob attacked the house of Jason, Paul's host, looking for Paul and Silas. Unable to find them, they  dragged  Jason  before  the  city  authorities  with  the  accusation  that  has  defined Paul's  ministry  ever  since:  these  men  who  have  turned  the  world  upside  down  have come here also. Jason and others were released after posting bond, and Paul and Silas were sent away by night to Berea. The church in Thessalonica was born in the middle of a riot and left without its founding apostle almost immediately.

The  fact  that  there  is  a  church  in  Thessalonica  at  all —  a  community  that  has  held together  under  sustained  social  pressure,  that  has  maintained  its  faith  in  the  face  of suffering,  that  has  become  a  source  of  encouragement  to  churches  across  Macedonia and  Achaia —  is  a  miracle.  And  chapter  1  is  Paul's  thanksgiving  for  that  miracle, expressed  with  the  warmth  and  the  theological  precision  that  characterize  his  best pastoral  writing.  He  is  not  writing  a  systematic  theology.  He  is  writing  to  people  he loves, whose faith under pressure has made him more grateful than almost anything else in his ministry, and whose story has become the kind of testimony that travels — that spreads through the network of early churches and encourages everyone who hears it.

The  chapter's  theological  contribution  is  concentrated  in  the  description  of  what happened in Thessalonica when the gospel arrived: it came not simply with words, but with  power  and  with  the  Holy  Spirit  and  with  full  conviction.  Paul  distinguishes  the manner of the gospel's reception from merely hearing a message: these people received the  word  in  much  affliction  with  the  joy  of  the  Holy  Spirit.  They  became  imitators  of Paul and of the Lord. They became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia. Their  faith  has  gone  forth  everywhere,  so  that  Paul  does  not  need  to  say  anything — everywhere he goes, people are already reporting what happened in Thessalonica. This is not institutional success. This is the testimony of a community whose transformation is so complete and so visible that it has become its own proclamation.




Chapter 1 also gives us one of the most concise and complete descriptions of conversion in the New Testament. The Thessalonians turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for His Son from heaven — Jesus, who delivers us from the wrath to come. Three movements in a single sentence: a turning from, a turning to, and a waiting for. The abandonment of the old allegiances. The adoption of a new service. The  orientation  toward  a  future  return.  This  is  the  shape  of  the  Christian  life  in miniature — and it is the shape of a life that the gospel of power and the Holy Spirit and full  conviction  has  produced  in  a  city  that  was  not  looking  for  it,  in  the  middle  of opposition that should have prevented it, in less time than most churches today manage to form a small group.

 

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We  come  to  1  Thessalonians  chapter  1  aware  of  the  gap  between  the 

church  Paul  describes  and  the  church  we  often  inhabit.  A  church  whose 

faith has gone forth to every place. A church whose transformation is so 

complete that Paul does not need to say anything — the testimony travels 

ahead  of  him.  A  church  that  turned  to  God  from  idols  in  the  middle  of 

suffering, that received the word with the joy of the Holy Spirit even as it 

received it in affliction, that became imitators of the Lord in the way that 

their experience of the word shaped their experience of everything else.

Lord, we want to be that church. Not in the sense of reproducing a first-

century  institutional  model,  but  in  the  sense  of  experiencing  the  same 

transformation —  the  same  power  and  Holy  Spirit  and  full  conviction 

that  made  the  gospel  more  than  a  set  of  words  when  it  arrived  in 

Thessalonica.  We  want  the  gospel  to  come  to  us  not  simply  with  words 

but with that power. We want to receive it not despite affliction but with 

the  joy  that  the  Spirit  gives  even  in  the  middle  of  the  affliction.  And  we 

want  the  faith  that  results  to  be  the  kind  that  travels —  that  reaches 

places we have never been and tells a story that we have not had to tell 

ourselves.

Give us the three movements of verse 9: a genuine turning from the idols 

that organize our lives, a genuine service to the living and true God who 

has  claimed  us,  and  a  genuine  waiting  for  the  Son  whom  You  sent  and 

who is coming again. These are not easy movements. The turning from 

the  idols  is  the  costliest.  The  service  to  the  living  God  is  the  most 

demanding. And the waiting for the Son is the most countercultural — in 

a  world  that  does  not  believe  He  is  coming,  and  in  a  church  that  has 

sometimes forgotten to wait. Do all three in us, by the power of the same 

Spirit who did them in Thessalonica.

In Jesus' name, Amen.

 

1 Thessalonians 1:1

Greetings from the Founding Team: Grace and Peace from the God Who Claims Them

(1)                  Paul,                 Silas                 and                 Timothy,

To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace and peace to you.

THE CONTEXT

A  single  verse —  and  it  is  loaded  with  more  theology  than  its  brevity  suggests.  Three names: Paul, Silas, and Timothy. Together these three represent the founding team of the Thessalonian church — the people who arrived, preached, suffered, were driven out, and left behind a community that somehow held together in their absence. Paul is the apostle,  the  primary  missionary  and  theological  voice  of  the  team.  Silas  (also  called Silvanus) is the Jerusalem-connected, Roman-citizen co-worker who had been with Paul since the beginning of his second  missionary journey. Timothy is  the young man Paul had  recruited  in  Lystra,  who  will  later  be  sent  back  to  Thessalonica  to  check  on  the church when Paul cannot go himself. All three are co-senders of the letter — not because authorship  is  shared  equally,  but  because  the  relationship  with  the  Thessalonian community is genuinely communal.

The description of the church is equally loaded: the church of the Thessalonians in God the  Father  and  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ.  Not  the  church  at  Thessalonica —  though  that would be the natural geographic designation — but the church in God the Father and the Lord  Jesus  Christ.  The  preposition  in  locates  the  community  not  primarily  in  a geographical city but in a theological reality: these people exist in  God. Their identity, their coherence, their very existence as a community is defined by their location in the Father  and  in  the  Son.  This  is  not  a  metaphor.  It  is  the  most  fundamental  statement possible about what the church is: a community whose life is hidden in God, sustained by God, and defined by its relationship to both Father and Son.

Grace  and  peace.  The  greeting  that  Paul  uses  in  every  letter,  and  that  is  never  merely conventional. Grace — the unearned, undeserved favor of God that is the origin and the sustaining force of everything the Thessalonians have experienced and are experiencing. Peace — the shalom that is the fruit of reconciliation with the Father, the settled interior reality  that  holds  even  in  the  middle  of  the  social  hostility  and  the  suffering  that  the Thessalonian  church  has  been  experiencing  since  the  moment  of  its  founding.  Both come from the God who is Father, both are expressed through the Son who is Lord, and both are the birthright of every community that exists in the way the Thessalonians exist — in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.


PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

From  Paul,  Silas,  and  Timothy —  to  the  church  family  in  Thessalonica,  which 

exists in God the Father and in the Lord Jesus Christ. Grace and peace to you.

KEY OBSERVATIONS

"To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father  and the Lord Jesus Christ": This  signifies The  Church's  Primary  Location  Is  Theological,  Not Geographical — It Exists in God Before It Exists in Any City. The  description  of  the  Thessalonian  church  as  existing  in  God  the  Father  and  in  the Lord Jesus Christ is one of the most foundational ecclesiological statements in the New Testament. The church is defined not by its city, its building, its leadership structure, or its  doctrinal  statement —  though  none  of  these  are  unimportant.  It  is  defined  by  its location in God. This is why the church in Thessalonica can hold together without Paul, without  a  permanent  building,  without  institutional  infrastructure,  in  the  face  of sustained  social  hostility:  it  is  held  together  not  by  any  human  mechanism  but  by  the same  God  in  whom  it  exists.  A  community  that  exists  in  God  cannot  be  destroyed  by anything  that  operates  outside  of  God.  And  the  hostility  that  the  Thessalonian  church faces operates entirely outside the God in whom the church is located.

"Paul, Silas and Timothy": This signifies Ministry Is Inherently Communal — No One Plants a Church Alone, and No One Should. The  co-sending  of  the  letter  by  all  three  members  of  the  founding  team  is  not  a diplomatic  formality.  It  reflects  the  genuinely  communal  character  of  the  missionary work that brought the Thessalonian church into existence and the ongoing relationship that all three men have with the community. Paul is the primary voice, but Silas brings the credibility of Jerusalem-approved apostolic authority, and Timothy brings the youth and relational accessibility that will make him the right person to send back when Paul needs  eyes  and  ears  in  Thessalonica.  The  ministry  that  planted  the  most  gospel-explosive church in Macedonia was not  a solo endeavor. It was a team. And the letter that  celebrates  that  church  reflects  the  same  communal  character  as  the  mission  that produced it.

"Grace  and  peace  to  you": This  signifies The  Gospel's  Two  Great  Gifts  Are Always Given Together — and Neither Can Be Received Without the Other. Grace  precedes  peace  in  Paul's  greeting  because  it  precedes  peace  in  the  logic  of  the gospel: you cannot have the peace that surpasses understanding without first receiving the grace that reconciles you to the One against whom you were at war. In the ancient world, grace — charis — was the greeting of the Greek world, and peace — shalom — was the greeting of the Jewish world. Paul takes both and fills them with gospel content: not the casual goodwill of an ordinary greeting, but the two defining realities of the life that has  been  claimed  by  the  God  who  is  both  Father  and  the  One  who  calls  Jesus  Lord. Every  believer  lives  in  the  intersection  of  these  two:  the  unearned  favor  that  is  the source of everything, and the reconciled peace that is its primary fruit.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. Your  Primary  Identity  Is  Where  You  Live —  and  You  Live  in  God:  The Thessalonian  church's  identity  is  located  not  in  its  city  or  its  culture  but  in  God  the Father  and  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ.  This  is  not  poetic  language.  It  is  the  most  precise possible  description  of  what  defines  a  community  of  believers:  they  are  people  whose lives  are  hidden  with  Christ  in  God  (Colossians  3:3),  who  exist  in  a  location  that  no social pressure, no political power, and no persecution can reach. The question for every believer and every church community is whether this theological location is the primary identity that shapes  everything else, or whether it is one identity among many — held alongside  cultural  identities,  political  identities,  and  social  identities  that  compete  for the  organizing  role.  The  Thessalonian  church  in  God  the  Father  and  the  Lord  Jesus Christ is the answer to the question of what a community looks like when the theological location is genuinely primary.

2. Ministry Always Requires a Team — Build One Before You Need One: Paul does  not  arrive  in  Thessalonica  alone.  He  does  not  write  to  Thessalonica  alone.  The ministry that produces the most gospel-explosive church in Macedonia is a communal endeavor,  and  the  letter  that  celebrates  the  church  reflects  the  same  communal character. The solo Christian leader who takes pride in needing no one, who plants and pastors  and  writes  in  genuine  isolation,  has  misread  the  model  that  Paul  provides  in every  letter  he  ever  wrote.  Every  letter  begins  with  co-senders.  Every  mission  was  a team. The community that was planted by a team will be most sustainably pastored by a team.  And  the  community  that  knows  it  exists  in  God  will  be  the  community  most capable  of  building  the  genuinely  interdependent  ministry  teams  that  God's  mission requires.

3. Receive Grace Before You Seek Peace — the Order Matters: The sequence of Paul's  greeting —  grace  first,  then  peace —  is  not  accidental.  Many  believers  seek  the peace  that  the  gospel  promises  without  having  genuinely  received  the  grace  that  is  its source. They want the interior settled quietness without the prior reckoning with their own guilt and God's prior costly forgiveness. But peace without grace is not the peace of the  gospel.  It  is  the  counterfeit  peace  of  the  person  who  has  managed  to  stop  feeling guilty without knowing why the guilt has been addressed. Receive the grace first — the astonishing, unearned, costly-to-God favor that was given at the cross. The peace that follows  will  be  of  a  different  and  a  deeper  kind  than  anything  the  world  can manufacture.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The description of the church as existing in God the Father and in the Lord Jesus Christ is  the  answer  to  one  of  the  most  pressing  questions  facing  the  contemporary  church: what  defines  a  genuine  Christian  community?  In  a  world  where  the  word  church  is applied to everything from megachurch entertainment venues to tiny house churches to online  communities  of  people  who  have  never  met,  the  Pauline  definition  is  both clarifying and demanding. The church is the community that exists in God — that draws its identity, its  coherence,  its agenda, and  its resilience from  its location in the Father and  the  Son  rather  than  from  any  human  organizational  structure  or  shared  cultural preference.  A  community  that  exists  in  God  looks  different  from  a  community  that merely talks about God — and the difference is visible in exactly the way it was visible in Thessalonica: in how the community holds together under pressure, in whether the joy of the Holy Spirit is present even in the middle of the affliction, and in whether the faith travels on its own.

The communal character of the letter's opening also speaks directly to the contemporary cult of the solo leader — the pastor or ministry celebrity whose ministry is built entirely around their personal brand, whose team is assembled primarily to support their vision, and whose community exists in them rather than in God. Paul's consistent co-sending of his letters with the names of his genuine ministry partners is a permanent corrective to this:  the  apostle  who  had  more  reason  than  almost  anyone  in  the  New  Testament  to center  his  ministry  on  his  own  apostolic  authority  consistently  names  his  co-workers first and distributes the pastoral relationship communally. The church exists in God the Father  and  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ —  not  in  any  individual  leader,  however  gifted  and however genuine. And every letter Paul writes is structured to reinforce this.

Key  Lesson: The  church's  primary  address  is  not  its  city —  it  is  the  God  in 

whom it exists; and the community that knows it lives in God the Father and the 

Lord  Jesus  Christ  has  the  only  identity  that  no  opposition  can  touch,  the  only 

coherence  that  no  absence  of  institutional  infrastructure  can  dissolve,  and  the 

only peace that grace alone can produce.

 

1 Thessalonians 1:2–5

The Thanksgiving and Its Reason: A Gospel That Came with Power

(2)  We  always  thank  God  for  all  of  you  and  continually  mention  you  in  our 

prayers.

(3)  We  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. (4)  For  we  know,  brothers  and  sisters  loved  by  God,  that  he  has  chosen  you, (5) because our gospel came to you not simply with words but also with power, with        the        Holy        Spirit        and        deep        conviction. You know how we lived among you for your sake.

THE CONTEXT

The  thanksgiving  section  that  opens  1  Thessalonians  is  among  the  most  theologically rich passages in all of Paul's letters — not because it is long or complex but because of the precision with which it names what Paul is actually grateful for. He is not grateful in a generic, politely pastoral sense. He is grateful for specific, verifiable evidence of grace in the lives of specific people: the work produced by faith, the labor prompted by love, and  the  endurance  inspired  by  hope.  This  three-part  description —  work/faith, labor/love, endurance/hope — is a portrait of the three theological virtues (faith, hope, love) at work in real life, producing real outputs that Paul can observe and give thanks for.

The claim of verse 4 — we know, brothers and sisters loved by God, that he has chosen you — is stated without argument or proof text. Paul knows it. And then immediately, in verse 5, he explains how he knows it: because our gospel came to you not simply with words  but  with  power,  with  the  Holy  Spirit,  and  with  deep  conviction.  This  is  the evidence of election. Not a divine decree hidden in the councils of eternity that can only be read backward from perseverance. The evidence is the manner of the gospel's arrival: the  power  that  accompanied  it,  the  Spirit  who  applied  it,  the  full  conviction  that  it produced in both the preachers and the hearers. The gospel that comes with power and the  Spirit  and  full  conviction  is  the  gospel  that  God  is  using —  and  the  people  who receive  that  gospel  with  the  transformation  that  follows  it  are  the  people  God  has chosen.

The phrase not simply with words is one of the most important phrases in the chapter. It does not mean that the words were unimportant — Paul is the apostle who insisted that faith  comes  from  hearing,  and  hearing  from  the  word  of  Christ.  The  words  were essential. But the words alone — without the accompanying power, without the Spirit's application,  without  the  full  conviction  that  the  preacher  carries  and  that  the  hearer experiences —  are  insufficient  for  the  transformation  that  the  chapter  goes  on  to describe. The gospel is a word. But it is a word that carries with it the power of the One who spoke it into existence, applied by the Spirit who was breathed into Adam's nostrils and poured out at Pentecost, producing in the hearts of those who receive it a conviction that is prior to and deeper than intellectual assent.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

We thank God for all of you constantly — you're always in our prayers. When 

we pray, we think about your faith that puts itself to work, your love that drives 

you to labor hard for others, and your hope in our Lord Jesus Christ that gives 

you the staying power to endure. Brothers and sisters, we know that God loves 

you and has chosen you — and the way we know is this: when the gospel came 

to  you,  it  wasn't  just  a  set  of  words.  It  came  with  real  power,  with  the  Holy 

Spirit,  and  with  a  deep,  settled  conviction  that  we  felt  as  we  preached  it.  And 

you know the kind of people we were when we were with you — we lived that 

way for your benefit.

KEY OBSERVATIONS

"Your  work  produced  by  faith,  your  labor  prompted  by  love,  and  your endurance  inspired  by  hope": This  signifies The  Three  Theological  Virtues Are Not Abstract Qualities — They Are the Engines of Specific, Observable, Costly Activities.

Paul  is  not  praising  the  Thessalonians  for  having  faith,  hope,  and  love  in  the  sense  of possessing correct beliefs about these virtues. He is praising them for what faith, hope, and love have produced in their lives: work, labor, and endurance. Faith produces work —  the  active  engagement  with  the  world  that  genuine  trust  in  God  always  generates. Love  produces  labor —  the  hard,  costly,  effortful  service  of  others  that  genuine  love always  requires.  Hope  produces  endurance —  the  staying  power  that  holds  through suffering because  the future is more real than the present difficulty. These are not the outputs  of  religious  performance  or  institutional  participation.  They  are  the  fruits  of virtues that have taken root at the level of genuine interior conviction and are producing the visible, costly, observable behavior that Paul can give thanks for across the distance of miles and weeks.

"We know, brothers and sisters loved by God, that he has chosen you": This signifies The  Knowledge  of  Election  Is  Not  a  Speculative  Theological Conclusion — It Is a Pastoral Observation About the Manner of the Gospel's Reception.

Paul's  confidence  in  the  Thessalonians'  election  is  striking  in  its  directness —  and  the basis  he  gives  for  it  is  equally  striking.  He  does  not  appeal  to  a  divine  decree  read backward from their perseverance. He appeals to something he witnessed firsthand: the manner in which the gospel came to them and the manner in which they received it. The gospel  came  with  power  and  Spirit  and  full  conviction.  They  received  it  in  much affliction with the joy of the Holy Spirit. The evidence that God has chosen these people is the evidence visible in what happened when the word arrived. This is the pastoral and evangelical  application  of  the  doctrine  of  election:  not  a  speculative  assignment  of people  to  theological  categories,  but  the  grateful  recognition  that  what  happened  in Thessalonica  could  only  have  happened  because  God  was  at  work —  choosing  these people, through the preaching of the gospel, for Himself.

"Our  gospel  came  to  you  not  simply  with  words  but  also  with  power,  with the  Holy  Spirit  and  deep  conviction": This  signifies The  Gospel  That Transforms  Communities  Is  Always  the  Gospel  That  Arrives  with  More Than Its Own Content.

The distinction Paul draws between words alone and words with power and Spirit and full  conviction  is  one  of  the  most  important  distinctions  in  the  New  Testament  for understanding why some preaching changes lives and some does not. The content of the gospel is non-negotiable and irreducible: the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ for sinners. But the content delivered in the flesh by an unempowered preacher without the Spirit's accompanying work produces a different result from the same content delivered with the power that attends genuine Spirit-filled proclamation. Paul does not take credit for  the  power  or  the  Spirit.  He  describes  them  as  accompanying  the  gospel —  as  the manner  of  its  arrival  that  he  witnessed  and  that  the  Thessalonians  experienced.  The power  and  the  Spirit  and  the  full  conviction  are  the  evidences  that  God  is  using  the word, and they are as much gifts as the word itself.

"You  know  how  we  lived  among  you  for  your  sake": This  signifies The Credibility  of  the  Gospel  Is  Always  Inseparable  from  the  Character  of  the One Who Proclaims It.

The closing appeal — you know how we lived among you — is Paul's reminder that the manner of the gospel's arrival was not only verbal and spiritual. It was also personal and embodied.  The  power  and  the  Spirit  and  the  full  conviction  of  the  preaching  were accompanied by a quality of life in the preachers that the Thessalonians could observe and  verify.  Paul  will  expand  on  this  in  chapters  2  and  3,  but  the  reminder  here  is foundational: the gospel that comes with power is always the gospel that comes through people  whose  lives  bear  out  what  their  mouths  are  declaring.  The  message  and  the messenger  are  not  separable.  A  community  changed  by  the  gospel  will  always  be  a community that can point not only to what was preached but to how the preachers lived — for your sake, not for their own.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. Give  Thanks  for  Specific  Evidence  of  Grace,  Not  for  Generic  Religious Activity: Paul's thanksgiving is specific: these specific outputs of these specific virtues in these specific people. He is not grateful in a vague pastoral sense. He is grateful for the work that faith has produced, for the labor that love has driven, for the endurance that hope has sustained. Every church community contains specific, verifiable evidence of  grace —  specific  people  whose  faith  is  putting  itself  to  work,  whose  love  is  driving costly labor, whose hope is producing the endurance that holds through suffering. Name the evidence. Give thanks for the specifics. Generalized pastoral gratitude is warm but thin. Specific gratitude for specific evidences of grace is the thing that both honors God for what He has done and encourages the people in whom He has done it.

2. Preach  the  Gospel  as  Though  It  Has  Power —  Because  It  Does:  The distinction  between  gospel-as-mere-words  and  gospel-with-power-and-Spirit  is  a distinction  that  the  preacher  participates  in  producing  on  the  preacher's  end.  The  full conviction  that  Paul  describes  is  something  he  experiences  as  he  preaches —  not  a manufactured emotional intensity but the settled, Spirit-given assurance that what he is saying  is  true,  that  it  matters  eternally,  and  that  the  One  who  sent  the  message  is  at work  through  it.  The  preacher  who  approaches  the  pulpit  with  the  professional confidence of someone competent in their craft, but without the full conviction that God is using this word to transform the people in front of them, is contributing to the words-only  version  of  gospel  delivery.  Preach  as  though  the  power  and  the  Spirit  are accompanying the word — because the same God who accompanied Paul's preaching in Thessalonica accompanies the faithful proclamation of His gospel in every generation.

3. Pray  for  the  Three  Virtues  That  Produce  the  Three  Outputs  Paul Celebrates:  The  work,  labor,  and  endurance  that  Paul  gives  thanks  for  are  not  the product of church programs or leadership development curricula. They are the products of faith, love, and hope — genuinely received, genuinely held, genuinely operating as the engines  of  daily  life.  The  most  important  thing  a  community  can  do  to  produce  the visible, costly, observable Christianity that Paul celebrates in Thessalonica is to pray for the three virtues that produce it: faith that is genuine enough to put itself to work, love that is deep enough to drive the hard labor of serving others, and hope in the Lord Jesus Christ that is real enough to produce the endurance that holds through everything that makes endurance necessary.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The  three-fold  portrait  of  the  Thessalonian  church —  work  of  faith,  labor  of  love, steadfastness  of  hope —  is  one  of  the  most  practical  diagnostic  tools  available  for assessing the health of any Christian community. Not: how large is the gathering? Not: how polished is the programming? Not: how impressive is the leadership team? But: is the faith here producing work? Is the love here producing labor — the costly, effortful, inconvenient service of others that genuine love always generates? And is the hope here producing endurance — the capacity to hold through difficulty without losing the anchor that the future provides? A community that scores well on these three measures is the community  that  Paul  would  give  thanks  for.  A  community  that  scores  poorly  on  all three, regardless of its institutional impressiveness, is a community that has the form of religion without the power that transforms.

The distinction between gospel-as-words and gospel-as-power-and-Spirit is also a word of  both  challenge  and  comfort  for  the  contemporary  church.  The  challenge:  not  every proclamation of the gospel's content is the same as the arrival of the gospel with power and  Spirit  and  full  conviction.  The  words  can  be  correct  without  the  Spirit's accompanying  work.  The  sermons  can  be  theologically  sound  without  the  deep conviction that only the Spirit can produce in preacher and hearer alike. The comfort: the  same  Spirit  who  accompanied  Paul's  preaching  in  Thessalonica  is  present  and available to accompany faithful gospel proclamation in every generation. The power is not Paul's to manufacture or ours to control. It is the Spirit's to give, and He gives it to the faithful, dependent, prayerful proclamation of the word of Christ.

Key Lesson: The gospel that transforms communities is the gospel that arrives 

not simply with words but with power, with the Holy Spirit, and with the full 

conviction  that  God  is  using  it —  and  the  evidence  that  this  has  happened  is 

visible not in the size of the initial gathering but in the work that faith produces, 

the labor that love drives, and the endurance that hope in the Lord Jesus Christ 

sustains through everything that makes endurance necessary.

 

1 Thessalonians 1:6–8

Imitation, Joy, and the Testimony That Travels on Its Own

(6)      You     became     imitators     of     us     and     of     the     Lord,

for  you  welcomed  the  message  in  the  midst  of  severe  suffering with       the        joy        given        by       the        Holy        Spirit. (7) And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia. (8) 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.

THE CONTEXT

Verse  6  contains  one  of  the  most  theologically  compact  and  pastorally  significant statements  in  the  entire  chapter:  they  welcomed  the  message  in  the  midst  of  severe suffering with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. These two realities — the severe suffering and the joy of the Holy Spirit — are not presented as being in tension or as alternating experiences.  They  are  simultaneous.  The  severe  suffering  was  the  context  of  the reception.  The  joy  of  the  Holy  Spirit  was  the  manner  of  the  reception.  Both  were happening  at  the  same  time  in  the  same  people.  This  is  one  of  the  most  distinctive features  of  genuinely  Spirit-produced  joy:  it  coexists  with  suffering  in  a  way  that  no humanly  manufactured  positive  emotion  can.  The  joy  that  the  Spirit  gives  is  not  the absence  of  suffering  or  the  emotional  management  of  suffering.  It  is  a  reality  that operates at a level deeper than the suffering — sustaining the person in the middle of it without requiring the suffering to stop.

The  imitation  that  Paul  describes  is  carefully  structured:  they  became  imitators  of  us and  of  the  Lord.  The  order  is  significant.  They  imitated  the  apostles —  who  were themselves imitating the Lord. The pattern runs: Lord to apostles to church. This is the chain of imitation that Paul has in mind throughout his letters when he says imitate me as  I  imitate  Christ.  It  is  not  an  invitation  to  personality  cult  or  apostolic  celebrity worship.  It  is  the  recognition  that  the  gospel  is  always  embodied —  that  the  word  of Christ is always carried by people who have received and are receiving it, and that the community  that  receives  the  gospel  will  inevitably  imitate  the  people  who  brought  it, insofar as those people are themselves imitating the Lord. The call to imitation is the call to participate in the chain of pattern that runs from Christ through His apostles to His churches.

The consequence of the Thessalonians' reception of the gospel is stated with a simplicity that is more remarkable than it first appears: the Lord's message rang out from you. The Thessalonians  did  not  merely  receive  the  message.  They  became  the  message's transmitters.  The  word  rang  out — the  Greek  'exēchēmai'  suggests  the  resonant, sustained  ringing  of  a  bell,  not  the  brief  sound  of  a  single  note.  The  message  is  still ringing as Paul writes. And it has reached not just the immediate vicinity but Macedonia and Achaia — the two Roman provinces that together cover most of modern Greece — and  beyond  them,  everywhere.  Paul  says  he  does  not  need  to  say  anything  about  it, because  wherever  he  goes,  people  are  already  reporting  the  Thessalonians'  story.  The testimony has become self-propagating.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

You became imitators of us and of the Lord himself — you received the message 

in the middle of intense suffering, but you received it with the joy that the Holy 

Spirit  gives.  That's  how  you  became  a  model  for  all  the  believers  throughout 

Macedonia  and  Achaia.  And  from  your  community,  the  Lord's  message  has 

sounded  out —  not  just  across  Macedonia  and  Achaia  but  everywhere.  Your 

faith in God has traveled. Therefore there is nothing we need to add — we don't 

need  to  say  anything.  Everywhere  we  go,  people  are  already  telling  us  about 

you.

KEY OBSERVATIONS

"You  welcomed  the  message  in  the  midst  of  severe  suffering  with  the  joy given by the Holy Spirit": This signifies The Joy of the Holy Spirit Is Not the Absence of Suffering — It Is a Reality That Operates in the Middle of It. The combination of severe suffering and the joy of the Holy Spirit in a single sentence is one  of  the  most  theologically  precise  descriptions  of  Spirit-produced  joy  in  the  New Testament. The suffering is not minimized or spiritually reframed as less severe than it was. It is severe. It is real. It is the kind of suffering that has driven Paul out of the city and left the new community without its founding apostles, the kind that the letter will return to repeatedly because it is ongoing and significant. And the joy is not the absence of the suffering or the emotional compensation for it. It is the joy that the Holy Spirit gives —  a  joy  that  operates  at  a  different  level  from  the  emotional  surface  that  the suffering is affecting, that coexists with the suffering rather than replacing it, and that is recognizable  as  Spirit-given  precisely  because  no  natural  emotional  mechanism  could produce it in the conditions in which it appears.

"You  became  a  model  to  all  the  believers  in  Macedonia  and  Achaia": This signifies The  Community  That  Receives  the  Gospel  Faithfully  Becomes  the Model for Every Community That Witnesses Its Faithfulness. The  Thessalonian  church  did  not  set  out  to  be  a  model.  They  received  the  gospel, suffered  for  it,  and  held  together.  And  the  consequence  of  that  reception  and  that suffering and that holding together was that they became the model — the standard of comparison,  the  reference  point,  the  example  that  churches  across  two  Roman provinces pointed to when they wanted to describe what genuine reception of the gospel looked  like.  This  is  the  consistent  pattern  of  the  way  the  gospel  travels:  not  through institutional  strategy  or  coordinated  communication  campaigns,  but  through  the observable  faithfulness  of  communities  that  have  genuinely  received  it  and  have  held together through what that faithfulness costs. The model community is not the one that has  managed  everything  most  impressively.  It  is  the  one  that  has  received  most genuinely and endured most faithfully.

"The  Lord's  message  rang  out  from  you": This  signifies The  Testimony  That Travels  Farthest  Is  the  Testimony  That  Comes  from  a  Community  Whose Transformation Is Complete Enough to Be Unmistakable. The image of the message ringing out — the sustained, resonant, bell-like quality of the Greek  word —  captures  something  important  about  the  way  genuine  gospel transformation  propagates.  A  community  that  has  been  genuinely  transformed  by  the gospel does not need a media strategy to make its testimony travel. The transformation itself  is  the  transmission.  People  notice.  People  report.  People  ask.  And  the  report travels ahead of Paul — so far ahead that when he arrives in a new city, the Thessalonian story  has  already  been  told  and  told  again.  The  message  rang  out  not  because  the Thessalonians were particularly strategic about their communication but because what happened to them was so unmistakably real that everyone who encountered them felt compelled  to  tell  others  about  it.  The  most  evangelistically  powerful  thing  any community can do is be genuinely transformed.

"Therefore  we  do  not  need  to  say  anything  about  it": This  signifies The Testimony That the Community Does Not Have to Tell Is the Most Credible Testimony Available.

Paul's  statement  that  he  does  not  need  to  say  anything  about  the  Thessalonians'  faith because  people  everywhere  are  already  reporting  it  is  one  of  the  most  striking endorsements  in  all  his  letters —  and  it  is  the  most  precise  description  of  the  kind  of gospel testimony that is most effective. The self-propagating testimony — the story that travels  without  needing  to  be  told  by  its  subjects —  is  the  story  whose  credibility  is beyond reasonable dispute. The Thessalonians are not managing their public image or curating their testimony for maximum reach. They are simply living as people who have been  genuinely  transformed  by  the  gospel  in  the  middle  of  real  suffering.  And  that reality —  because  it  is  genuinely  real —  generates  its  own  word-of-mouth  momentum across  a  network  that  Paul  did  not  create  and  cannot  control.  The  faith  that  becomes known everywhere is the faith that is real enough to be unmistakable.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. Receive the Gospel in the Middle of Your Actual Life — Not in a Sanitized Version of It: The Thessalonians received the gospel in the middle of severe suffering — not after the suffering had resolved, not in a period of relative peace and comfort that made the reception easier. They received it in the middle. And the joy they received with it was real precisely because it was received in conditions that could not have produced that  joy  by  any  natural  mechanism.  The  invitation  to  receive  the  gospel  is  always  an invitation to receive it in the actual conditions of your actual life — not in the life you wish you were living or the circumstances you hope to have one day, but in the severe suffering or the grinding ordinariness or the specific difficulty of the life you are actually in. The gospel that transforms is always received in the middle of something.

2. Let Your Community's Transformation Speak Before Your Community's Communication  Strategy  Does:  The  Thessalonian  church's  testimony  travels  not because they have an effective communication strategy but because their transformation is  real  enough  and  complete  enough  to  generate  its  own  momentum.  Every  church community  that  is  seriously  engaged  with  questions  of  outreach,  evangelism,  and mission  would  do  well  to  ask  this  question  first:  is  what  is  happening  among  us genuinely real enough that people who encounter us feel compelled to tell others about it?  Before  the  strategy,  before  the  programming,  before  the  communication  plan —  is the  transformation  happening?  Because  the  testimony  that  travels  farthest  is  the testimony  of  a  community  that  does  not  need  to  tell  its  own  story,  because  others  are already telling it for them.

3. The Joy of the Holy Spirit Is Available in the Middle of Suffering — Ask for  It:  The  combination  of  severe  suffering  and  Holy  Spirit  joy  in  verse  6  is  not  a promise that believers will always feel the joy in the middle of their suffering. It is the testimony of a specific community's specific  experience. But it is also a testimony that opens a possibility and issues an implicit invitation: the joy that the Holy Spirit gives is available in conditions that would naturally preclude any other form of joy. It is the joy that Daniel had in the lions' den, that Paul and Silas had in the Philippian jail, that the martyrs across church history have described as present even at the moments of greatest extremity. It is given — not manufactured, not achieved through spiritual discipline, not produced by positive thinking. Ask for it. Especially in the middle of the suffering that would, by any natural measure, preclude it.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The image of the Lord's message ringing out from the Thessalonian community is one of the  most  instructive  images  available  for  the  contemporary  church's  thinking  about mission and outreach — because it locates the primary source of gospel transmission not in programs or strategies but in the community itself. The bell rings because it has been struck by something real. The message rings out from Thessalonica because something real  has  happened  to  the  people  there —  something  so  real,  so  complete,  so unmistakably  the  work  of  God that  it  generates  its  own  resonance  and  carries  its  own momentum across the entire network of early Christian communities in Macedonia and Achaia and beyond.

The contemporary church often operates as though the primary challenge of mission is communication —  getting  the  message  out  more  effectively,  reaching  more  people, telling  the  story  more  compellingly.  All  of  these  are  genuine  concerns.  But  the  more fundamental challenge, which the Thessalonian model makes visible, is transformation — whether what is happening in the community is genuinely real enough to be the bell that  rings  rather  than  the  hand  that  tries  to  ring  it.  A  community  that  is  genuinely transformed  by  the  gospel,  that  holds  together  in  suffering  with  the  joy  of  the  Holy Spirit,  that  lives  in  a  way  that  people  notice  and  report  and  travel  to  see —  that community does not need to figure out how to make its testimony travel. The testimony travels on its own. The only question is whether the bell has been struck by something real enough to ring.

Key  Lesson: The  testimony  that  travels  farthest  is  the  testimony  of  a 

community that received the gospel in the middle of real suffering with the joy 

that  only  the  Holy  Spirit  gives —  and  became  so  unmistakably  real  in  its 

transformation that the message rang out from it across two Roman provinces 

without  the  community  needing  to  say  anything  about  itself,  because 

everywhere Paul went, people were already telling the story.

 

1 Thessalonians 1:9–10

Three Movements of a Life Claimed by the Gospel: From, To, and Waiting For

(9)  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, (10)  and  to  wait  for  his  Son  from  heaven,  whom  he  raised  from  the  dead— Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.

THE CONTEXT

These  two  verses  contain  one  of  the  most  compressed  and  complete  descriptions  of Christian conversion in the entire New Testament. They report — they, the people across Macedonia and Achaia who have been reporting the Thessalonian story — what kind of reception  the  gospel  received.  And  the  report  consists  of  three  movements,  three directional  realities,  three  structural  features  of  the  life  that  has  been  claimed  by  the gospel: a turning from, a turning to, and a waiting for. The simplicity of the description is  deceptive.  Each  of  the  three  movements  is  more  costly,  more  radical,  and  more comprehensive than it sounds in summary.

The turning from is stated first, and it is the most contextually specific element of the description. They turned to God from idols. In Thessalonica, this means something very precise: the city's religious life was dominated by the cult of the gods — the traditional Greek  pantheon,  the  Roman  imperial  cult,  the  mystery  religions  that  offered  various forms of esoteric spiritual experience — all of which were woven into the fabric of daily civic, social, and economic life in ways that made full participation in the community's common life dependent on participation in its religious practices. To turn from idols in Thessalonica  was  not  merely  to  change  one's  private  religious  preferences.  It  was  to withdraw  from  the  social  rituals  that  bound  the  community  together —  with  all  the professional,  relational,  and  social  consequences  that  withdrawal  entailed.  The  severe suffering  that  Paul  mentions  in  verse  6  was  the  consequence  of  exactly  this  turning from.

The turning to is the second movement: to serve the living and true God. The contrast embedded in the description of God is the contrast that defines the entire claim: living and  true  over  against  the  idols,  which  are  neither.  The  idols  of  Thessalonica —  the statues, the emperors, the mystery-religion deities — are not living in the sense that the God of Israel and the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ is living. They do not speak, they do not act, they do not deliver, they do not know or see or care. And they are not true in the  sense  that  the  gospel  claim  about  Jesus  Christ  is  true —  historically  grounded, empirically verifiable in the resurrection, capable of sustaining the full weight of human experience and human hope. To serve the living and true God is to give one's allegiance, one's  labor,  one's  daily  life  to  the  One  whose  claim  to  both  life  and  truth  is  the foundation on which the entire gospel rests.

The waiting for is the third movement and the most eschatologically loaded: to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead — Jesus, who rescues us from the coming  wrath.  The  Christian  life  is  not  only  backward-looking  (what  Christ  has  done) and present-engaging (serving the living God now). It is forward-oriented — shaped by the  confident  expectation  of  the  return  of  the  risen  Christ.  And  the  rescue  that  Paul identifies as the purpose of the waiting is not rescue from suffering or from the difficulty of the present age. It is rescue from the coming wrath — the eschatological judgment of a holy God on a world that has organized itself around the idols rather than around the living  and  true  God.  The  one  who  rescues  from  that  wrath  is  Jesus —  the  specific, named, historically identifiable person who was raised from the dead and who will come again from heaven.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

They themselves are telling the story — reporting the kind of welcome you gave 

us. They're saying how you turned to God from your idols — turned away from 

the  false  gods  and  turned  toward  the  living  God,  the  true  God,  to  serve  Him. 

And they're reporting how you now wait for His Son to come from heaven — the 

Son He raised from the dead — Jesus, the One who rescues us from the wrath 

that is coming.

KEY OBSERVATIONS

"You  turned  to  God  from  idols": This  signifies Genuine  Conversion  Always Has a From As Well As a To — the Turning Toward Cannot Happen Without the Turning Away.

The order of the phrase — turned to God from idols — is worth noting. The turning is toward God, but it is a turning from something specific. Genuine conversion in the New Testament  is  never  simply  the  addition  of  God  to  an  existing  religious  and  social framework. It is a reorientation — a turning that, by definition,  involves turning away from the direction in which one was previously facing. For the Thessalonians, this had a very specific social and economic content: withdrawing from the religious practices that bound them to the city's common life. For every subsequent generation of converts, the from is equally specific — the particular idols that organized life before the turning, the specific allegiances and loyalties and loves that were displaced by the arrival of the living and true God. The from is not secondary or optional. It is the evidence that the turning to  has  actually  happened  at  the  level  of  genuine  reorientation  rather  than  merely religious supplement.

"To serve the living and true God": This signifies The Conversion That Has No Service Is the Conversion That Has Not Yet Fully Arrived. The life that follows the turning to God is described as service — the deliberate, ongoing, daily engagement of a person who has given their labor and their loyalty to the One they serve.  The  word  for  serve —  'douleuein' —  is  the  word  for  slave-service,  the  complete giving  of  oneself  to  the  one  who  owns  you.  This  is  not  the  service  of  the  part-time employee  who  fulfills  their  contractual  obligations  and  retains  their  autonomous  life outside the hours of service. It is the service of a person whose entire existence has been reoriented around the One being served. And the One being served is the living and true God — which means the service is directed toward the One who actually sees it, actually responds to it, actually governs the world in which it is offered. The service given to a living God has a reception and a consequence that the service offered to dead idols can never have.

"To  wait  for  his  Son  from  heaven,  whom  he  raised  from  the  dead": This signifies The  Christian  Life  Is  Oriented  Toward  a  Future  Event  That  the Resurrection Has Made Certain.

The waiting for that concludes the conversion description is not passive or resigned. It is the  active,  expectant  orientation  of  a  person  who  knows  that  the  story  of  history  is moving  toward  a  specific,  personally  significant  event:  the  return  of  the  One  who  was raised  from  the  dead.  The  resurrection  is  the  ground  of  the  waiting —  because  the resurrection has demonstrated that death is not the end of Jesus's story, and therefore is not the final word on anything that is in Him. The waiting is confident because the One who is waited for has already demonstrated, in the most decisive possible way, that He is the One who delivers from death. The waiting for his Son from heaven is the forward-facing  posture  of  a  community  that  has  already  received  the  resurrection  backward through  faith,  and  is  now  oriented  toward  the  return  that  the  resurrection  has  made certain.

"Jesus,  who  rescues  us  from  the  coming  wrath": This  signifies The  Gospel's Ultimate  Promise  Is  Not  Merely  a  Better  Life  Now  but  Rescue  from  the Judgment That Is Genuinely Coming. The identification of Jesus as the One who rescues from the coming wrath is one of the most  serious  and  most  frequently  avoided  elements  of  the  gospel  in  contemporary proclamation. The coming wrath is not a metaphor for the natural consequences of bad choices. It is the eschatological judgment of a holy God on a world that has chosen idols over  the  living  and  true  God —  the  judgment  that  the  entire  framework  of  Paul's theology  takes  seriously  and  that  the  letter  to  the  Thessalonians  will  return  to  in chapters 4 and 5. And the rescue from this wrath is the primary identification of what Jesus does. Not primarily: He makes your life more meaningful. Not primarily: He gives you a community and a sense of purpose. He rescues. From something real and serious and coming. The gospel that omits the coming wrath has not told the full story of what Jesus  rescues  from —  and  a  rescue  whose  object  is  not  clearly  described  is  a  rescue whose value cannot be fully received.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. Name Your From Before You Claim Your To: The Thessalonians' conversion is reported as a turning from idols to God — and the from is specific, named, and costly. The  contemporary  equivalent  is  the  honest  naming  of  the  specific  things  that  have organized our lives before and apart from God — the idols of achievement, of approval, of comfort, of control, of sexuality, of political identity, of financial security. These are not  evils  in  themselves —  many  of  them  are  goods  given  by  God.  They  become  idols when  they  become  the  organizing  centers  of  life,  the  things  we  orient  everything  else around,  the  sources  of  identity  and  security  that  we  cannot  imagine  life  without.  The genuine conversion that turns to God also turns from the specific arrangements of life that have been God's rivals. Name them honestly. The turning from is the evidence that the turning to has happened at the level of genuine reorientation.

2. Live  the  Three  Movements  Simultaneously,  Every  Day:  The  description  of the Thessalonian conversion is not a past event that has been completed and can now be left  behind.  It  is  the  shape  of  the  ongoing  Christian  life:  turning  from  (the  daily repentance that keeps the idols in their proper place), turning to (the daily renewal of the  service  that  has  been  given  to  the  living  and  true  God),  and  waiting  for  (the  daily forward-orientation toward the return of the Son who is coming from heaven). All three are  present-tense  postures  of  the  genuine  Christian  life —  the  ongoing  turning,  the ongoing  service,  the  ongoing  waiting.  A  faith  that  has  the  to  without  the  from  is incomplete.  A  faith  that  has  both  without  the  waiting  for  has  lost  the  eschatological horizon that the entire New Testament assumes.

3. Preach  the  Full  Rescue —  Including  What  Jesus  Rescues  From:  The identification  of  Jesus  as  the  One  who  rescues  from  the  coming  wrath  is  part  of  the testimony that the Thessalonian story carries across Macedonia and Achaia. It is not a theological  footnote  or  a  culturally  inconvenient  appendix  to  be  edited  out  for palatability.  It  is  the  specification  of  what  makes  the  rescue  genuinely  good  news — because rescue is only good news if the thing being escaped from is genuinely bad. The wrath that is coming is genuinely bad. And the rescue that Jesus provides is genuinely good.  Preach  both.  The  gospel  that  only  tells  half  the  story —  the  rescue  without  the wrath, the grace without the judgment, the love without the holiness — has deprived its hearers of the understanding that makes the rescue make sense.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The three-movement description of conversion — from idols, to God, waiting for the Son —  is  the  most  countercultural  sentence  in  the  chapter,  because  each  of  its  three movements  directly  contradicts  a  dominant  assumption  of  the  contemporary  secular world.  The  turning  from  idols  contradicts  the  assumption  that  religious  commitment should supplement and enhance rather than displace and reorder one's existing loyalties and  loves.  The  service  to  the  living  and  true  God  contradicts  the  assumption  that ultimate  commitment  is  incompatible  with  a  genuinely  modern,  sophisticated, autonomous  life.  And  the  waiting  for  the  Son  from  heaven  contradicts  perhaps  the deepest assumption of the secular age: that history is a human project, that the future belongs to those who build it, and that the hope for the world's transformation comes from within the world rather than from beyond it.

The identification of Jesus as the One who rescues from the coming wrath  also speaks directly to the question of why the gospel generates the kind of urgency that produces the social disruption the Thessalonians experienced. People who know they are heading toward  a  genuinely  serious  judgment  and  who  have  found  the  One  who  provides genuine rescue from it do not treat that knowledge as private spiritual information to be held quietly and respected by all. They tell people. They ring out. They become the bell that Paul describes — not because they have decided to be evangelistic but because the news they carry is the kind of news that the human conscience recognizes as demanding response. The coming wrath is coming. The rescue is available. And the community that has received the rescue becomes the most urgent possible messenger of the news that a rescue is available — because they know what it rescues from.

Key  Lesson: The  conversion  that  the  report  of  the  Thessalonian  church 

describes  is  not  the  addition  of  religion  to  an  existing  life —  it  is  the  three-

movement  reorientation  of  an  entire  existence:  a  turning  from  the  idols  that 

organized  life  before,  a  turning  to  the  service  of  the  living  and  true  God  who 

actually  sees  and  responds,  and  a  waiting  for  the  Son  who  is  coming  from 

heaven  and  whose  resurrection  has  made  the  waiting  certain;  and  the  rescue 

Jesus  provides  is  rescue  from  something  real  and  coming,  which  is  why  the 

community that has received it becomes the bell that rings without being rung.
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Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We close 1 Thessalonians chapter 1 with the testimony of a community we 

wish  we  were  more  like —  a  community  whose  faith  has  gone 

everywhere, whose message rang out without anyone having to manage 

it,  whose  reception  of  the  gospel  in  severe  suffering  with  the  joy  of  the 

Holy Spirit became the model that churches across two Roman provinces 

pointed  to  when  they  wanted  to  describe  what  genuine  Christianity 

looked like. We have been in the presence of what the gospel can produce 

when it comes not simply with words but with power and Spirit and full 

conviction. And we are both encouraged and convicted.

Encouraged,  because  the  God  who  did  this  in  Thessalonica  is  the  same 

God we serve — the living and true God who has not retired His power or 

withdrawn  His  Spirit  or  reduced  the  full  conviction  with  which  His 

gospel  arrives  when  He  is  genuinely  at  work.  What  He  did  in 

Thessalonica  in  AD  50  He  is  doing  in  communities  around  the  world 

today —  transforming  people  who  receive  the  word  in  the  middle  of 

severe  suffering  with  a  joy  that  no  natural  mechanism  could  produce, 

turning  them  from  their  idols,  forming  them  into  servants  of  the  living 

God, orienting their waiting toward the Son who is coming.

Convicted,  because  we  know  the  gap  between  the  testimony  Paul 

celebrates  and  the  testimony  that  most  of  our  communities  actually 

generate. The message is not ringing out from us in the way it rang out 

from  Thessalonica.  The  faith  has  not  become  known  everywhere.  The 

work  produced  by  faith,  the  labor  prompted  by  love,  the  endurance 

inspired by hope — these are not the first words that come to mind when 

we think about how we would describe our own communities. We confess 

the gap.

Lord, do in us what You did in Thessalonica. Let the gospel come to us —

again, freshly, with the power and the Spirit and the full conviction that 

makes  it  more  than  words.  Let  us  receive  it  in  the  middle  of  our  actual 

lives —  our  actual  sufferings,  our  actual  difficulties,  our  actual  idols —

with  the  joy  that  only  the  Holy  Spirit  gives.  Let  the  three  movements 

happen in us: the turning from whatever has been organizing our lives in 

the place that belongs to You, the turning to the service of the living and 

true God who sees and responds and governs, and the turning toward the 

return of the Son whose resurrection has made the waiting certain.

And let what happens among us be real enough to ring. Not because we 

have  managed  our  testimony  well,  but  because  the  transformation  is 

complete  enough  and  the  joy  is  genuine  enough  and  the  endurance  is 

Spirit-sustained enough that the people who encounter us feel compelled 

to tell others. Let the faith go forth. Let the message ring out. Not for our 

own reputation, but for the sake of the Name that the church in every city 

bears —  the  Name  of  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ,  who  rescues  us  from  the 

wrath that is genuinely coming, and who is genuinely worth waiting for.

In Jesus' name — in the name of the One who was raised from the dead 

and who is coming from heaven — we pray, Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone
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