Liturgy:
Reading : Acts 17, 1-15
                 1 Thess. 1

Text        : 1 Thess. 1, 2-6

Ps.    117

Ps.      33 : 6

Hy.    24 : 7

Ps.   138 : 1,2,3,4

Hy.      2 : 4,5

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

When visiting within the congregation, talking at times also about church matters, often one can hear about concerns about certain developments. At times it seems that these concerns have the overtone in such discussions. The older generation, for example, has concerns about world-conformity creeping in, especially among the young people: standard of dress, parties, and you name it. On the other end of the scale there is the younger generation, who at times has difficulties with certain traditions, why things always have to be done in the same way, for example with respect to the liturgy, or musical instruments within the church. What’s wrong with doing things sometimes also in a different way. And so each has his or her opinion, be it concern or criticism on how things are done.

As such this is not something new. It has been there always throughout the history of the church. It has to do with the variety of members within the communion of saints. As members of one and the same congregation we do not always think alike, nor do we do things always in the same way. The one family differs from the other. In the one family, for example parents give their children more freedom than another family would do, which at times can indeed give reasons for concern. Concern – since as congregation of Christ we have to keep the antithesis, i.e. we indeed have to make sure that worldly influences do not creep into the church. And so I could mention more, e.g.  I could refer to today’s evangelical influence or post-modern thinking. We indeed have to be alert, and this afternoon I surely don’t want to take anything away from this.
But again, let us not think that this is something new. This has been a battle for the church throughout the ages. No doubt, this battle was there also already in the early Christian church, the battle to stem wrong influences, to remain steadfast in faith, to remain pure and you name. You only have to read the apostolic letters, or the letters, which the glorified Christ wrote to the churches in Asia Minor.

Yet what I would like to highlight this afternoon – and this surely is worthy to note – when reading the letters of the apostle Paul, for example, it’s remarkable that he never starts with these concerns, instead in most of his letters he starts with a prayer of thanksgiving for the Lord’s work in the midst of a specific congregation. Not that the apostle glosses over the sins and shortcomings of the members of such a congregation, but so to speak he saves that for later on in those letters. Paul’s first letter to the congregation in Corinth is a classic example of this. The congregation in Corinth gave many reasons for great concern. In the first letter Paul wrote them, we read about terrible sins: lack of love, sexual sins, dragging each other before the civil courts, and so on. Yet even this letter Paul starts as follows, 1 Cor. 1, 4-9, “…” This is quite something, when considering the issues the apostle Paul has to address later on in this very same letter. Nevertheless Paul start of with a prayer of thanksgiving.
I think, Br. & Sr. we can learn from this. Within a certain congregation of Christ there can be many concerns about this and about that, about members living in sin, world-conformity creeping in, and so on, but let us meanwhile not forget that God with His Spirit is still at work, at work also among us, for which we should not forget either to thank God. I’m afraid that at times we could be more thankful for all the blessings the LORD gives as well. Let us never take these blessing for granted. The danger is that at times concerns become so dominant that we forget to thank the LORD. Hence the choice of this afternoon’s text, in which we hear
THE APOSTOLIC PRAYER OF THANKS

FOR GOD’S WORK AMONG THE THESSALONIANS

We will look at

1) why this letter starts with a prayer of thanksgiving

2) the reason for this thanksgiving

3) to whom thanks is given

I
The congregation at Thessalonica was instituted by the apostle Paul during his second missionary journey. Together with his friend Silas (in Ch. 1, 1 mentioned by his Latin name: Silvanus) and with Timothy, Paul had been traveling throughout the different provinces of Asia Minor, seeking to preach the gospel and to plant churches. In due course they had reached the port of Troas. At this point in his journey, Paul was undecided about his next move. Originally, he had intended to travel north into the province of Bithynia on the Black Sea coast of Asia Minor. However, in Acts 16, 7 we read, “The Spirit did not permit them.” Instead they went west to Troas on the Aegean coast. It’s here that Paul received a vision, which caused him and his friends to cross the Aegean Sea and to enter into Macedonia to preach the gospel also in Europe. Having arrived on the other side they chose to travel along a land road, which finally would lead them to Rome. They thus traveled across Macedonia towards the Adriatic coast. On this trip they visited the following cities Neapolis, Philippi. From there on through Amphipolis and Appolonia they arrived in Thessalonica, which was the largest and most important city in Macedonia and also the capital of this province. It was a city with a fine harbor, which made it a natural outlet for trading. Moreover, Thessalonica was also a center where many roads met, also the Roman highway to the East passed through it. All in all, an ideal place to preach the gospel. 
From Acts 17 we learn that Paul also in Thessalonica, as he had done in many other places, first sought connection with the synagogue of the Jews. For three Sabbaths he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, where after we read in Acts 17, 4, “…” However, the members of the synagogue, who were not persuaded, didn’t like this. As a result opposition arose. Jealous of Paul’s influence they recruited a gang of rowdy men to stir the people up. A riot broke out. Because of this, under the cover of darkness Paul and Silas had to be smuggled out of the city. Traveling south they came to Berea. When it also became impossible to stay on in Berea, Paul traveled on to Athens, whilst Timothy and Silas remained in Berea. However, at Paul’s request soon they rejoined him. It’s from Athens that Paul, being anxious about the situation in Macedonia, sends Timothy and Silas to find out what was happening. Timothy went to Thessalonica, and Silas probably to Philippi. By the time they returned south again to inform Paul, the apostle had moved even further south to Corinth.

One can well imagine, Br. & Sr., looking at this first leg of Paul’s journey into Europe, that Paul must have arrived in Corinth very discouraged. Time and again, fanatical opponents of the gospel had caused him to leave the place where he was preaching, and this at times at the very moment that people started to believe. This had happened in Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea. After that he had gone to Athens, where it had not bee much different. Preaching at the Areopagus, people had mocked him and ridiculed him, in particular because of his speaking about the resurrection of Christ. Later recalling all this, Paul writes to the Corinthians, I came to you in weakness, in fear, and much trembling.
 
But then Silas and Timothy returned from Macedonia, bringing good news about the progress of the gospel. They told Paul that despite all the difficulties these young Christians faced, nevertheless they were standing firm. Well, beloved, that’s the reason, when responding to this information received from Timothy, the first thing Paul writes to the Thessalonians is, “We give thanks to God always for you all, making mention of you in our prayers.” As I said before, these prayers of thanksgiving for his readers’ response to the gospel are hall marks of many an opening sentences of the letters written by the apostle Paul, and this Br. & Sr., also as an instruction for us.
Let me try to make this somewhat clearer. I think, being in a similar situation as the apostle Paul, most likely we would have written, “I pray that amidst the persecution you have to endure, you may persevere to the very end.” I admit this too belongs to the task of the office bearers: to pray for the sheep God has entrusted into their care. It’s a very important aspect of the work of ministry, which should not be underestimated. Yet when thinking about the various difficulties, which the members of the congregation face, an office bearer can easily forget also to give thanks. Often their prayers are filled with many needs: the sick, the elderly, those who are mourning, discipline cases, the youth and other problems in the church, which all require mention in prayer to God. Yet from the text chosen for this afternoon’s sermon we learn despite all this thanksgiving should not be forgotten.
As regards the church in Thessalonica, no doubt there were many needs which required mention in prayer. Yet the apostle Paul starts with thanksgiving. He thanks the Lord for what He in His grace had done, working such a wonderful response to the preaching of the gospel. Despite fierce persecution there was in Thessalonica a living congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, which amidst trials found its security in God. Despite all the concerns, which no doubt there were as well, nevertheless this comes to the surface first. True, also as regards the congregation in Thessalonica there was need for correction and instruction. Not everything was rosy, as we read about it later on in this letter. Yet all this does not take anything away from this prayer of thanksgiving at the beginning of this letter. In this prayer, Paul praises God that there was a congregation of which the members were called into God’s kingdom and glory, members who also bore fruits of all this in their lives. Paul thanks God for this, not just once but continually, without ceasing.

Beloved, I think this is indeed an aspect from which we can learn, namely that we should not forget to thank God for His work also among us. As I said in the beginning of the sermon, so often we focus on the concerns. But we too have every reason to thank God daily for so many blessing. Also here in Australia churches have been planted, look at the growth over the last 20 years. Many new churches were instituted. I know it is mainly growth from within. Yet it could also be different. When looking elsewhere, one sees churches becoming more and more empty. Yet Christ continues to gather His church among us. In these churches we find members who want to live by faith. Fruits of faith as they are reported also from many a home visit within the congregation of West Kelmscott. I know there are also many concerns, for example young people having courtships with partners outside the church, and so I could mention more things. Consistory is busy with many a discipline case. All this can easily cause one to forget about positive fruits, which there also are; fruits of the Spirit, for which we too should not forget to thank God, not just so every now and then, but continually, without ceasing.

II
 Reading further in our text, we see that the apostle Paul is also very concrete in this prayer of thanksgiving. He does not thank God in general for the response to the gospel, but as regards the members of the congregation in Thessalonica, he mentions, vs. 3, their work of faith, their labor of love, and patience of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ in the sight of God our Father. Faith, love, and hope – these three attitudes are motivating the Christian life of the Thessalonians: faith, which was accompanied by works, love that made them zealous, whilst they also persevered in hope.
First the apostle mentions their work of faith. After they had comes to faith and had had accepted Jesus Christ as their Saviour, the members of the congregation in Thessalonica, living in a Gentile society, had to make many practical choices. It had meant a break with their former way of life. Yet they had done so in faith. Faith was really living among them, producing fruits. After all, a faith without fruits is dead. In a nutshell, the members of the congregation in Thessalonica not only came together on the first day of the week to listen to God’s Word, but also throughout the week you could see what lived in their hearts. The gospel of Jesus Christ had made them into new people.
To believe, Br. & Sr., means to say ‘amen’ to what God promises and teaches us in his Word. Yet this ‘amen’ has also to be reflected in the way we live. Well, in the life of the members of the congregation in Thessalonica this was indeed the case, for which in this letter Paul and his fellow servants thank God.

In addition to their work of faith, Paul mentions their labor of love. Labor – this is a very strong word. It points to the costs associated with showing true love. As to the members of the congregation in Thessalonica, despite their own persecution and affliction no cost was too much for them. The love they cherished towards God was reflected also in love towards their fellow members, in their own congregation and even beyond, and this not just in words, but also in deeds. Paul testifies about this in this same letter, Ch. 4, 9 + 10a, “…” In a similar way Paul writes about this love shown by the brotherhood in Macedonia in his second letter to the Corinthians, Ch. 8, 1-5, “…” Thus true love was abounding.
Expressing true love – let us be honest, Br. & Sr., this is easier said than done. With words it’s easy, but with deeds it’s much more difficult. That’s why the apostle Paul speaks about ‘labor of love’. In others words, expressing love towards you neighbour also when it may cost pain. This can happen, for example, when the love you give receives no response, there is no receiving in return. You are always visiting people, but you hardly receive a visit yourself, for example. You show you interest in others, but others don’t seem to be interested in how you are doing. This can happen in the congregation, but also in marriage, in a parent-child relationship, or some other friendship. It seems that it always has to come from one side. Then to keep on loving such a person is not always easy. That involves labor, may cause pain, disappointment, frustration. And yet that’s how God wants us to love one another. 
To do so is only possible when we think of God’s love towards us. God showed us His love in the most expensive way, giving His own Son. When looking at our response to that love, beloved, we all must admit that at times it can be very meager. And yet God does not give up on us, but keeps loving us unconditionally. Well, that’s what true love is all about, love which can be given only when we want to follow Christ, asking Him by His Spirit  to work this love in us more and more.

Finally, Paul mentions the patience of hope of the Thessalonians, or as it can also be translated ‘the steadfastness of their hope in Jesus Christ’. Life was surely not easy for the members of the congregation in Thessalonica. Because of their faith society was hostile towards them, yet they persevered by directing their hope towards Jesus Christ, knowing that the sufferings of this present time were not worthy to be compared with the glory which was to be revealed. 
Beloved, having such hope is not something you hold on to somewhere in the back of your mind, to think of only so every now and then. But such hope determines one’s life in all circumstances. It gives the ability to look beyond certain mountains we may meet on our way. Did Christ Himself not say once, faith, hope and trust in God, removes such mountains. Hope in Jesus Christ gives energy to cope also with difficulties in life, disappointments, pain and sickness. No, then I don’t want to minimize the difficulties we sometimes face in this life. At times, life can indeed be hard to cope with. But in such situations we may hold on to this hope, which looks further than this short life is long. This true Chrisian hope will then also color the way we speak about our difficulties, it will be reflected in the way we carry our difficulties. After all, it’s the hope by which we live, the hope in Jesus Christ, our Rock and our Redeemer. This hope gives strength to cope always!
Faith, love, and hope – three attitudes that determined the live of Christ’s congregation in Thessalonica. The apostle Paul mentions them also in the beginning of his second letter to this congregation, which starts with a similar prayer of thanksgiving, 2 Thess. 1, 3 + 4, “…”

III
Let us return to the first letter, to the text chosen for this afternoon’s sermon, reading further in the verses 4 + 5. In these verses, for the first time the Thessalonians are addressed directly and this in a very warm way, ‘beloved brethren’. Beloved – namely by the Lord, as becomes clear from the words that follow, where Paul speaks about their election by God. In fatherly love God had chosen them to be His children, as He once had chosen the Israelites in the time of the OT, chosen to be a people of His own possession. God wants to extend the OT family, planting congregations also in the midst of the world of the Gentiles, sharing the same salvation.
Elected by God – how could Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy speak so strongly? How did they know about this election? I like to note that in our text ‘election’ is not spoken about in a similar way as in the Canons of Dort, namely as an election from eternity. The context is different here. In vs. 5 Paul speaks about ‘our gospel’. God Himself had directed Paul and his fellow servants to preach the gospel also in Thessalonica. God also had given fruits upon this preaching. In these fruits Paul now sees the work of the Holy Spirit. He sees God at work, since this was not from the members of this congregation themselves. Thus God is thanked for His work in the midst of the congregation in Thessalonica. It was God Himself who in His electing love had bestowed upon the members of this congregation fruits of faith, labor of love, and steadfastness in hope. God Himself was the Giver of all these wonderful fruits and that’s why Paul and his fellow servants in their prayers thank God for this without ceasing.
God is praised – after all, Br. & Sr., the church is not man’s work, but God’s work. Paul also expresses this also in opening sentence of this letter, vs. 1b, “…” This means the church finds its existence in God and in Jesus Christ as its Saviour. This is something we too should keep in mind, whenever we speak about the church. The church is a miracle of God’s grace. It was God’s grace that He had directed Paul and his fellow servants to Europe, to preach the gospel also in Thessalonica.
And, beloved, today it is not any different. It is God’s grace that we too may belong to that world-wide church gathering work of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. There is nothing we can boast of. It’s God’s grace that today we may listen to the gospel of salvation, that there is a congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ also here in West Kelmscott, a congregation that wants to serve the Lord in accordance with his Word, a church that with all the weaknesses involved wants to live by faith, wants to demonstrate love, and through power from above wants to persevere in hope. That’s not our doing, but a miracle from above. Let us too then thank God for this, not so every now and then, but without ceasing. Yes, beloved, amidst the concerns there often are let us not forget also to thank God for His work among us, let us do so on a daily basis. May God grant that in our prayers this aspect of thanksgiving prevails. It puts life in perspective and it also gives a different outlook. For thanks produces joy, joy in the Lord. And this joy, in turn will produce fruits again, fruits of faith, love, and hope.
Amen.
� 1 Cor. 2, 3
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