Sunday, July 14, 2013 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
Transformed to Join Christ’s Mission:

Becoming Enthusiastic About The Gospel – Part 2
1 Thessalonians 1:1-2:1
1 Thessalonians 1:5 (NIV84) 5 because our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction. You know how we lived among you for your sake.
-----------
As Christians, we don’t live our lives in a vacuum. The Christian life is lived on the battlefield of this world with all the attendant players that comprise a war. While our personal engagement in the various skirmishes and battles that take place across this world varies in intensity and proximity, none of us can escape the demand to decide on which side of the battle we will take our stand. 
When Joshua assembled all the people of Israel near the end of his life to lead them in a renewal of their covenant relationship with the Lord, he was fully aware of the spiritual battle that each person was facing. He put it to them this way: Joshua 24:15 (NIV84) 15 But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” 

Jesus, the New Testament Joshua, also very aware of the intense spiritual battle in which people live, made it clear that there are really only two options for how to live. He said it this way to the crowd listening to Him preach: Luke 11:23 (NIV84) 23 “He who is not with Me is against Me, and he who does not gather with Me, scatters. 

The spiritual battle we are in today is no less demanding of a choice from all of us. The increase of intensity and proximity of the battle only serves to heighten the importance for making the right choice of whom we serve. Each choice has its incumbent consequences or blessings. It’s my prayer that we will now renew our commitment to Christ as we see the indicators pointing to difficult days ahead for any who claim to follow Christ. 
Jesus says to each one of us, “Come, follow Me, and I will make you to be fishers of men” (Mark 1:17). As He was preparing to leave this earth, Jesus commissioned His disciples to “go and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19). Such a commissioning places before us a choice. Will we follow and obey our Lord Jesus Christ, or will we think we have a better option that has a better outcome for us by following our own so-called wisdom or by following some other leader? Will Jesus be our supreme Lord above all other lords, or will we diminish Him and replace Him with an idol of our own making?
The Apostle Paul restated Christ’s commission in his second letter to the church in Corinth. He said in 2 Corinthians 5:17–21 (NIV84): 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, (behold) the new has come! 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to Himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And He has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making His appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made Him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.
Since these words from Paul lay such a powerful and encompassing foundation for where I believe the Lord is leading me in my messages for this summer, I invite you to memorize these five verses this next week and meditate on them during at least the months of July and August. I believe obedience to the message of these five verses will transform your life and mine. And, if we join together in obeying its message, it will transform our congregational life together.

But, before we begin to look at our text for today from 1 Thessalonians 1, I invite you to pray with me the following prayer:

Father God, I acknowledge with eternal gratitude that You took the initiative to restore my broken relationship with You by giving Your Son Jesus Christ as my reconciling agent. I confess that too frequently I become satisfied with what You did for me and I have missed Your heart for the entire world, including specific persons in close proximity to me. You never intended that I was to be the last link in the chain of passing on Your Gospel. 
So, Father, I open my life to You to test my gratitude for the supreme gift of eternal life You have given me through Your Son. I welcome Your Holy Spirit to thoroughly challenge my excuses for disobedience and I invite Him to flood my soul with Your words of encouragement to fully trust Your Son at each step He calls me to take. Father, I’m willing now to do what you ask of me. Please give me the courage and the strength to trust You and obey You. In Your Son’s name, amen.
As Matthew 28:18-20 and 2 Corinthians 5:17-21 set out for us our Lord commission to engage others in a ministry of reconciliation on our Lord’s behalf, our text from 1 Thessalonians 1 illustrates how being reconciled with Christ quite naturally leads us into a ministry of reconciliation for others.
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We saw last week that the ministry and message of reconciliation that Christ initiated towards Paul was the very same ministry and message of reconciliation that Paul was commissioned to engage in towards others. Christ was a link in the chain, who through His ministry of reconciliation, turned Paul into a link. Then, Paul, who was now a link in the chain because of what Christ did for him, obeyed Christ’s commission to be an ambassador for Christ and added links to the chain in Corinth by proclaiming the message of reconciliation through his ministry of reconciliation. 

Paul became a link in Christ’s chain when he was reconciled to God. When Paul became Christ’s ambassador by bringing the message of reconciliation to the people in Corinth, he was participating with Christ in seeing more links added to Christ’s chain. It is this understanding of what Christ does in our lives that accounts for the title of this series of sermons: Transformed to Join Christ’s Mission. 
1 Thessalonians 1:1-2:1 is our sermon text for this Lord’s Day and possibly the next two. I’ve entitled this three or four part unit, Becoming Enthusiastic About The Gospel. This is now Part 2. 

Becoming enthusiastic about the gospel is like the foundation for a house or the pep talk before the game or the brisk fire in the fireplace on a cold night. Enthusiasm for Christ and His gospel serves as a place to begin, a place to get refocused and recharged. The Apostle Paul speaks with passionate exuberance for the gospel in his first letter to the Thessalonians. 
But how does his enthusiasm impact us as families or us as a congregation? I have personally come to believe that the starting point for effective family evangelism is parental enthusiasm for the gospel. And I extrapolate from that that the starting point for effective congregational evangelism is its leadership being enthusiastic for the gospel. Surely you will find other Bible texts that generate enthusiasm for the gospel, but Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians does an outstanding job of generating that enthusiasm within the hearts of those who read and understand this letter. When parents are enthusiastically “on fire” about making the gospel known, there is hope that their children will catch that fire. If, however, parents are unenthusiastic, passionless, personally and visibly unmoved by the gospel, there is little hope that their children will counter that disposition.

Paul urged Timothy to “fan into flame the gift of God” (2 Timothy 1:6). He urged the Thessalonian believers: “Do not put out the Spirit's fire” (1 Thessalonians 5:19). Paul recognized the importance of authenticity for all ministers of the gospel. It may go without saying that for an evangelistic mission to be successful, it starts when the missionaries are “on fire” for the Lord. If Christian parents and families are to enlist others, they must be so excited about their faith that others find it contagious. In the words of the late Howard Hendricks, “effective communication results only from the overflow of a full life. The man or woman who stops learning today stops communicating tomorrow.” 
 
One of the three definitions that Michael Green gives of evangelism is simply: overflow. He explains: “It gives the right nuance, of someone who is so full of joy about Jesus Christ that it overflows as surely as a bathtub that is filled to overflowing with water. It is a natural thing. It is a very obvious thing. Accordingly, it has the quality that so much evangelism lacks, spontaneity.” 

Therefore, it is critical that Christian parents and all church leaders be fully captured by the love of Jesus Christ and totally committed to following Him wherever He leads. They can hardly expect their children or others in the congregation to exceed them in eagerness to reach their community for Christ. Jesus said, “A student is not above his teacher, but everyone who is fully trained will be like his teacher” (Luke 6:40). If it is the goal of a family to share an evangelistic lifestyle, at least one parent must lead the way and set the pace. 

If the goal of creating new links to Christ’s chain of reconciliation has been reached, at least one child in the family will have caught the enthusiasm of living fully for Christ and joined in partnership with his or her parent(s) to develop strategies to communicate the gospel with his or her friends. Surely, the ideal is that one’s entire family joins in this common mission and ministry of being agents of reconciliation within their combined networks of influence.
Therefore, the question before us is: how do parents and how do church leaders generate this enthusiasm? 1 Thessalonians is given to us to kindle the fire of enthusiasm for Christ, to fan into flame the gift of God in each member of the family and the congregation, to keep the Spirit’s fire burning so that there will be authenticity in our message as Christian families and Christian congregations seek to reach into their communities with the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Our primary focus this Lord’s Day will be on the reality that A. The Gospel Changes Lives!
1 Thessalonians 1:1–7 (NIV84) 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. 

2 We always thank God for all of you, mentioning you in our prayers. 3 We continually 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 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 with deep conviction. You know how we lived among you for your sake. 6 You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. 7 And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia.

Here is our text in a sentence: The gospel is positioned to change the lives of people when they are loved by those who have themselves been changed by the transforming power of the gospel.

One night Paul had a vision of a man begging him to come to Macedonia (Acts 17:6-10). Thessalonica, a multi-cultural, hub city, was the largest and most important city in Macedonia. It was the second of three cities in Macedonia in which Paul attempted to start a church. The first was Philippi, the second Thessalonica, and the third Berea. In each case, Paul faced severe opposition to his preaching which eventually led to his having to leave those cities, but not without a Christian witness left behind. For Paul, opposition was not sufficient reason for him not to preach the gospel in a particular community. As long as there was receptivity among a few people, he would try to endure the persecution as best he could before making his exit.
How about us? How vigorously do we pursue the advancing of the gospel? Of all the things for which we make sacrifices, where does sacrificing for the advancement of the gospel rank? What our children see us making sacrifices for, they also see what to us is most important. We communicate most powerfully when our sacrifice is most costly.

The letter of 1 Thessalonians was written in response to the good news Paul received from Timothy about the growth of Christianity in Thessalonica since Paul’s forced exit from that city. Paul had been driven out of Philippi, pressured out of Thessalonica, escorted out of Berea. From there he went on to Athens and then to Corinth. Perhaps it was while he was in Corinth that Paul received word from Silas and Timothy that things were going quite well in Thessalonica (Acts 17f).

What we will see in this letter is how God works through a blending of a variety of means to generate a transformation in these people. A major element to their changed lives was how God used Paul to extend Christ’s chain by another link. We will see in this letter an illustration of what we read from 2 Corinthians 5:18 & 20 (NIV84)? 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation:
20 We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making His appeal through us.
Paul was on a mission with a strategy for maximum influence. That strategy was to work through receptive people who were also unafraid of opposition. In the terms of Jerry Trousdale in his book, Miraculous Movements, he would call these receptive people, “persons of peace”. 
 
Paul’s strategy is effective because 1. it provides Christians with a model to follow. Families and congregations who want to develop an evangelistic lifestyle have a model in both Paul and the believers in Thessalonica.

Why does Paul get our attention? Is it not that we would like to have a similar impact with our network of influence as he did with his? One cannot read 1 Thessalonians and miss the truth that the gospel, the good news of reconciliation through Jesus Christ, changed lives in Thessalonica! Thus we look to Paul as a model to follow.
So, what is there here to imitate about Paul, Silas and Timothy? (a.) They were fully participating with the Holy Spirit in His work of transforming them and the Thessalonians from the inside out. They were doing their part to maximize what the Holy Spirit and the gospel were already at work doing. That’s why Paul could say at the end of verse 5, 5 …. You know how we lived among you for your sake. Paul, Silas and Timothy adjusted their lifestyles to benefit the Thessalonians. (b) They made personal sacrifices so Thessalonians could receive the gospel. 
2. Paul’s strategy is effective because it recognizes the role God’s servants play in God’s work of reconciliation. When God’s servants commit to loving people who need the gospel, they are able to position the gospel in order to give it the opportunity to change their lives. Thus, those who have already been changed by the transforming power of the gospel connect with those God is working with that they also will be reconciled and transformed.

This second point builds on the first. God is using us to be the personal touch to the gospel message. This takes us back to 2 Corinthians 5:20, it’s as though God were making His appeal through us. We are the face of Jesus to others. 
David Veerman, in analyzing why a particular youth ministry was successful, said this: “There was a person dedicated to loving young people for Jesus’ sake. He did what love demands: praying, listening, sharing, and spending time with his ‘kids’” 
 This youth leader demonstrated that “on fire” leaders set their followers “on fire” for God’s word. What happened in Thessalonica occurred because the Gospel first changed Paul’s life. He recognized the innate power of the gospel. The gospel by its very nature is powerful (1:5a). 5 because our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, …
The use of the word power here may simply be to highlight the power of God’s word. Such innate power is affirmed in Hebrews 4:12, “For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.”
So, what do we have so far? What are the elements found in verses 2-5 that come together to make the most powerful appeal to an unbeliever to surrender his or her life to Jesus Christ? 

2 We always thank God for all of you, mentioning you in our prayers. 3 We continually 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 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 with deep conviction. You know how we lived among you for your sake.
(A.) Certainly there was prayer. Though verses 2 and 3 speak of prayers of gratitude to God for His work, they most certainly point back to Paul’s prayers that the Thessalonians would receive the gospel. We can be certain that Paul didn’t just begin praying for these new believers after they surrendered to Christ. (B.) Next we must also acknowledge how God’s choice of us is described as the gospel coming to us with words, by combining the content of the gospel with the voice of God’s servants. (C.) Then there was the work of the Holy Spirit to penetrate through the rebellious heart. So divine power is evident both in God’s word and in God’s Holy Spirit in bringing about the conversion of a sinner. (D.) And finally, the deep conviction that was resident in the forerunning-followers of Jesus Christ was an important and necessary element. This is the powerful combination God puts together to draw a person or family to Himself so that they become a link of like-kind to repeat the process of transformation in another person’s life.
Then Paul goes on in verse 6. “You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit” (1 Thessalonians 1:6).

So then, we need to ask of ourselves: Do we understand the model that Paul demonstrates for us? And what are we doing to imitate his model for establishing an evangelistic lifestyle? Those are two takeaway questions from this sermon.
Now two additional points from verses 5-7 that deserve our attention. 5 because our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction. You know how we lived among you for your sake. 6 You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. 7 And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia.
3. Paul’s strategy is effective because it demonstrates the role and power of joy in a ministry of reconciliation. It was the gospel and the Holy Spirit that made Paul a man of joy. We know from his letter to the Philippians that joy drives him in his praying. “I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now. . . . I will continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith, so that through my being with you again your joy in Christ Jesus will overflow on account of me” (Phil 1:4, 5, 25, 26).
And we see how in Thessalonica that the gospel and the Holy Spirit birthed joy in the new believers in Christ. Paul said, “Our gospel came to you . . . with the Holy Spirit . . . and you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit (1:5b, 6).
4. Paul’s strategy is effective because it is built on being a messenger with integrity and conviction. Integrity and conviction are fruit birthed from the work of the gospel in Paul’s life. He speaks, therefore, with power as he testifies to what the gospel has done in his own life. “Our gospel came to you . . . with deep conviction. You know how we lived among you for your sake” (1:5c). The gospel had the power to bring the words and actions of the servants of God together to be used by the Holy Spirit to change people’s lives. It was the gospel’s transforming power that made Paul a man of integrity.

But, what significance does this have for the Christian family wanting to become a team of missionaries with the goal of introducing their neighbors and friends to the simple message of the gospel? Most importantly, we must continue being changed by the gospel, letting the power of the gospel do its work in our lives. We must give God the freedom to be Lord of our lives in practice and to demonstrate His supernatural power through our obedience. 
So, let's ask ourselves some serious and straightforward questions. Do we really want the gospel to change our lives? Will we then let the Holy Spirit direct our lives? Will we listen to His promptings and obey Him? Understand that what is at stake here is our personal enthusiasm for the gospel and our effectiveness as evangelists. To resist the Holy Spirit will close doors for evangelism. Enthusiasm, joy and integrity are essential ingredients for effective evangelization.  Those ingredients are a result of letting the gospel transform us. And those ingredients combine with power to impact people in our network of influence to surrender to Jesus Christ and to keep adding to Christ’s chain of reconciled and transformed people.
The gospel is positioned to change the lives of people when they are loved by those who have themselves been changed by the transforming power of the gospel. We can be changed by the gospel and so can our friends and neighbors!

Amen! May it be so!
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