Sunday, July 21, 2013 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
Transformed to Join Christ’s Mission:

Becoming Enthusiastic About the Gospel – Part 3
1 Thessalonians 1:5-2:9
1 Thessalonians 2:1 (NIV84) 1 You know, brothers, that our visit to you was not a failure.
-----------
Think with me a moment. Can you imagine your home being the headquarters for a mission, a mission to reach all the people in your network of influence for Christ? Can you imagine that in all the homes where there are Christians, that those Christians would each be bridges for the gospel of joy to penetrate their networks of influence? O, you may dismiss this dream as wishful thinking or a fantasy. But, if this is our Lord’s desire for us and for our homes and for His church, then I say we’ve got to begin somewhere and New Heights is as good a place to start as any.
The goal of this sermon is to help each of us see ourselves as servants of God who are commissioned to represent Christ among our friends and to be equipped to fulfill that calling. We’ve seen what our commission is from our study of 2 Corinthians 5:17-21. 20 We are therefore Christ’s ambassador (God’s servants), as though God were making His appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God (represent Christ). We’ve see an example in Thessalonica of how the gospel of Jesus Christ changes lives as the Apostle Paul and his team fulfilled their commission. Now we want to look more closely at how we can influence our world for Christ.

Having established in our first two messages that (A.) The Gospel of Christ Changes Lives, this morning I’m working with two suppositions: First, (B.) Lives Changed by Christ Are Used by God to Influence the World for Christ. And second, (C.) Removing Personal Hindrances to Pleasing God Increases Our Influence for Christ On Our World.
So first, (B.) Influencing Our World for Christ!

We are in First Thessalonians and we start in the middle of chapter 1. 
Here’s how it reads: 5 … 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. 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, 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. 
1 You know, brothers, that our visit to you was not a failure. 

Stated in a sentence, 1 Thessalonians 1:5-2:1 could sound like this: There is something so impressively powerful about the gospel of Jesus Christ that when we let it shape us we become instruments in God’s hands to shape the world. 

This is an inspiring story. It certainly makes me want to see something like this happen right here in Kent, Washington. Do you think that we can have a similarly positive influence in our community for Christ as Paul, Silas and Timothy had? Can we be part of reversing our nation’s moral and spiritual decline? Or, have we thrown in the towel and given up on seeing our moral and spiritual slide reversed?
As many as twenty years ago Chuck Colson described what we are up against. 

We are stripping religion away from public life to our great and everlasting peril. It is the most self-destructive process the nation could embark on. We are trying to erase the indispensable role of religion in informing the moral consensus by which civilized society has survived. We have embarked into a “brave new world” without moral directions, of values erased from teaching, of tolerance elevated above truth, of the expunging of the last vestiges of religious symbols in this country. What we've got is a “brooding hostility” toward religion. We’re no longer neutral about religion but hostile to religion. On most every front there is an increasing secularization of America. The basic presupposition has developed that we are no longer a Judeo-Christian culture. 

The demise that Colson saw coming twenty years ago has only continued. But, as the pretense of being a Christian nation disappears, and as the darkness around us gets darker, God’s call for us to shine the light of the Gospel in our communities and among our friends is still an active call.

With God’s help, we can become men and woman of God who, by our example, by our ministry and by our message, can point the way to a joyful righteousness found in full surrender to Jesus Christ as Lord. We can offer new and lasting hope in Jesus Christ to this and the next generation. In spite of increasing hostility towards godliness, we can participate in a God-given reversal.

Here’s how this can happen.
1. Influencing our world for Christ starts when as servants of God we live to His honor. 
Paul said in 1 Thessalonians 1:5b-6 You know how we lived among you for your sake. You became imitators of us and of the Lord. Let’s highlight this phrase by phrase. 
First, Transparency - You know how we lived... Paul is saying, “You have observed our lives. Each of us has been an open book to you. We have been transparent before you. You know us. You know how we lived.”
Second, Integrity – You know how we lived among you … In other words, “You not only know the ‘what’ about us, you know the ‘how’ and ‘why’ about us. You observed us up close and were able to see our integrity. There was no hypocrisy. We were genuine.” 
Third, Love - You know how we lived among you for your sake … Or, “Most importantly, you know that we loved you. With every action we took, we always had your best interests at heart.”
Fourth, Exemplary - You became imitators of us and of the Lord. Finally Paul says, “I am not ashamed to have you imitate us, to do as we do, to live as we live. We practice what we preach. We live honorably before the Lord.”
It’s important that we learn early in life that we need to choose our teachers wisely because we may very likely become like them. In Luke 6:40, Jesus said, “A student is not above his teacher, but everyone who is fully trained will be like his teacher.” So now, looking at the teacher-student relationship from the student’s perspective, here are four questions to ask about our teachers: 

a. Are they transparent? i.e., Do they let us into their lives? Are we able to observe their daily lives? 
b. Do they have integrity? i.e., Do they walk their talk? Do we see consistency in their lives? 
c. Do they love us? i.e., Do they make choices based on what’s best for us? 
d. Can we brag about them? i.e., Would we be willing to follow them? Would we like to be like them?
There’s something so impressively powerful about the gospel of Jesus Christ that when we let it shape us we become instruments in God’s hands to shape the world. Influencing our world for Christ starts when as servants of God we live to His honor.
2. Influencing our world for Christ increases when we joyfully persevere through suffering. 
Paul says in 1 Thessalonians 1:6, in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. These believers understood, even before they committed themselves to Jesus Christ, that it would cost them something to become Christians. The gospel may have been viewed like a branding iron. In order for it to make an imprint, the accompanying suffering needed to be endured. The suffering that Paul endured notified those he was ministering to that they, too, would likely need to suffer. And indeed they did.
Because the gospel was born through suffering, it shouldn’t surprise us that it is often spread through suffering. Although we ought not to seek suffering, we certainly must realize that to faithfully carry the gospel may well involve being on the receiving end of suffering. It surely will involve sacrifice. The history of Christianity is replete with examples. If we are going to positively influence our community for Christ, we must be a community of individuals who joyfully persevere through suffering. Dr. J. H. Jowett said it well, “When we cease to bleed we cease to bless!”
3. And no less significantly, Influencing our world for Christ continues through a community of believers who model their message. 
In verses 7-8, Paul says, And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia.  The Lord’s message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia -- your faith in God has become known everywhere. Paul has in mind here the community of believers, the body of Christ, who were functioning in unity, modeling Spirit-led teamwork. This small team of Macedonian believers had a tremendous influence on the larger community. An example like this gives hope to the Christian family that wants to influence its community for Christ.

Paul’s commentary on the church at Thessalonica is simply an echo of Moses’ words in Deuteronomy 4:5-8: See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the Lord my God commanded me, so that you may follow them in the land you are entering to take possession of it. Observe them carefully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the nations, who will hear about all these decrees and say, “Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.” What other nation is so great as to have their gods near them the way the Lord our God is near us whenever we pray to Him? And what other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees and laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today?

God provides us with a superior way of life. If we follow Christ and imitate Him, if we let the gospel make its imprint on our lives, we will “rise to the surface.” We will become living illustrations of God’s message to our neighbors, extending influence even to the nations of the world. There is something so impressively powerful about the gospel of Jesus Christ that when we let it shape us we become instruments in God’s hands to shape the world.

Can we as a Christian family and church pray that the gospel would so influence our lives that in turn our lives would reflect the gospel and influence our world? For that to happen we need to answer these questions in the affirmative: a. Are we practicing what we preach, living honorable lives before the Lord? b. Are we joyfully persevering in our walk with Christ even when it cost’s us suffering for righteousness or sacrificing to do the right thing? c. Are we a community of believers who model the gospel message? If we can answer “yes” to all three, we should expect to have an influence for Christ on our community.

But, within these verses is an even more precise measurement of success in influencing our community for Christ. 1 Thessalonians 2:1 says, You know, brothers, that our visit to you was not a failure. Paul had some way of measuring his level of success in ministry. For him to say that his visit was not a failure suggests that he had a criteria, a basis, a checklist, if you will, that would help him evaluate his ministry.

4. Paul’s influence for Christ on his world was measured by lives changed by Christ.

The measure of Paul’s success can be determined by answering four test questions. a. His first test is, was he able to communicate the gospel to anyone? In chapter 1 and verse 5 Paul says, our gospel came to you …. He passed the first test. 

b. His second test is: did anyone accept the gospel message? Verse 6 says, You welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. He passed the second test. 

c. His third test is: did anyone practice the gospel message? Also in verse 6 Paul says, You became imitators of us and of the Lord. Paul passed the third test. 

d. The fourth test of Paul’s success is: did anyone to whom he had preached the gospel communicate it to someone else? Verse 8 reads, The Lord's message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia -- your faith in God has become known everywhere. Paul passed the fourth test.
These are tests that can be asked of us. a. How do we as an individual or a family or a church communicate the gospel to our network of influence? b. Has anyone accepted the gospel message through our being obedient to Christ’s commission of us? c. Is anyone practicing the gospel message (i.e. living in obedience to Christ) because of our obedience to Christ? d. And, is anyone, in turn, communicating the gospel to others? 
When we can put names as answers to these questions, we can rejoice with Paul and say that our stay here on earth has not been in vain, that we have influenced our world for the glory and honor of Christ.
And this all points back to our foundational text that calls us to be transformed by Christ to join His mission.

2 Corinthians 5:17–21 (NIV84) 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, 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. 

God has absolutely transformed our lives. We were once dead in our sins, but through Christ’s loving death on the cross and our entering into His death by faith, we have joined in His resurrection to new life. And now, having become new creations in Christ, we have been given both the message of reconciliation with God and the ministry of calling others to be reconciled to God. We are positioned in this world to influence the world for Christ and urge men and women, boys and girls all around us and all around the world to get right with God and enter into the joy of living in and with Christ. May we be successful ambassadors for Christ.
Amen
A. The Gospel of Christ Changes Lives

B. Lives Changed by Christ Are Used by God to Influence the World for Christ. 

Now Paul addresses how he overcame three hindrances to living a life that is pleasing to God.
C. Removing Personal Hindrances to Pleasing God Increases Our Influence for Christ on Our World.

1 Thessalonians 2:1–9 (NIV84) 1 You know, brothers, that our visit to you was not a failure. 2 We had previously suffered and been insulted in Philippi, as you know, but with the help of our God we dared to tell you His gospel in spite of strong opposition. 3 For the appeal we make does not spring from error or impure motives, nor are we trying to trick you. 4 On the contrary, we speak as men approved by God to be entrusted with the gospel. We are not trying to please men but God, who tests our hearts. 5 You know we never used flattery, nor did we put on a mask to cover up greed—God is our witness. 6 We were not looking for praise from men, not from you or anyone else. 
As apostles of Christ we could have been a burden to you, 7 but we were gentle among you, like a mother caring for her little children. 8 We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us. 9 Surely you remember, brothers, our toil and hardship; we worked night and day in order not to be a burden to anyone while we preached the gospel of God to you. 

Summarizing this in a sentence: When we live to please God, He gives us freedom from a fear of people, a freedom from selfishness, and a freedom from materialism. 

When our goal is to communicate the gospel to our friends, neighbors and work or school associates, fear of people, selfishness, and materialism often stand in the way as roadblocks. In 1 Thessalonians 2:4, Paul made it clear that it was his aim to please God rather than men. We are not trying to please men but God, who tests our hearts.  

A great advantage is created when these three roadblocks to sharing the gospel are replaced with at least three freedoms: The first freedom is the freedom from the fear of what people think about us or about the gospel. Second is the freedom from selfishness, the freedom from having to put ourselves first. The third freedom is the freedom from materialism; freedom from envying people who have things that we could have if we didn't give so much away or weren’t so obedient to Christ. These three freedoms all grow out of making it our life’s aim to please God.

Because Paul made it his aim to live a life pleasing to God, he stands as an example for us. Verses 2-9 of 1 Thessalonians 2 give evidence to the freedoms that Paul had as a result of living to please God.

1. Living to please God gave Paul the freedom to dare!

Verse 2 says, We had previously suffered and been insulted in Philippi, as you know, but with the help of our God we dared to tell you His gospel in spite of strong opposition. Paul realized that there was a risk involved in telling people the Good News of Jesus Christ. Still, he dared to tell them. Why? Because he believed that Jesus Christ was Lord, period. Not lord with a small "l" over a city, as a mayor. Not lord over a small business, like a boss or owner. Not even lord over a nation, like a president or prime minister. Paul understood that Jesus Christ was supreme Lord over all creation. He was and is Lord of lords, King of kings.

In his letter to the believers at Philippi, Paul wrote: God exalted Him to the highest place and gave Him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father (Philippians 2:9-11). That acknowledgment gave Paul the freedom to dare. Paul demonstrated that living to please God and acknowledging that Jesus Christ is indeed Lord over all lords, resulted in his freedom from fear. Freedom from fear was the freedom to dare.
Notice where Paul’s freedom to dare came from.

1 Thessalonians 2:2 (NIV84) 2 We had previously suffered and been insulted in Philippi, as you know, but with the help of our God we dared to tell you His gospel in spite of strong opposition. 
God helped Paul to dare. Paul’s relationship with God through Christ gave him boldness to speak of his relationship, what Christ did for him and of what he was confident Christ would do for anyone else who invited Him to take charge of his or her life.

Because of the genuine nature of Paul’s relationship with Christ and how the deepest longings of Paul’s soul were satisfied in Christ, the need to or the pressure to please people was significantly diminished.
2. Living to please God gave Paul the freedom to care.

A second evidence of freedom resulting from Paul's choice to please God rather than people is that he cared deeply for others. Paul says, 1 Thessalonians 2:6b (NIV84) As apostles of Christ we could have been a burden to you, but we were gentle among you, like a mother caring for her little children.
When Paul wants his readers to think of caring and gentleness, he illustrates them by drawing our attention to a mother of little children. Mothers are living examples of gentleness. It’s a motherly distinctive. Only the distortions of sin and immaturity destroy this natural instinct to selflessly care for her children. A genuine mother is free from having to put herself first. And in a similar way, God gave Paul the freedom to care like a mother.

3. Living to please God gave Paul the freedom to share.
Closely related to freedom from selfishness is freedom from materialism. This is the third freedom that God gave Paul as a result of his choosing to please and honor Him. The evidence that Paul was free from materialism is that he shared what he had and who he was. Paul said in 1 Thessalonians 2:8-9 (NIV84) We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us.  Surely you remember, brothers, our toil and hardship; we worked night and day in order not to be a burden to anyone while we preached the gospel of God to you.

Because Paul’s greatest desire was to please God, God gave him the freedom to share – a freedom to be generous. It was a gift from God that Paul was generous with his life. He was generous with both his possessions and his time. Because God had captured Paul’s heart, Paul was free from materialism and envy. It’s been said, “Every blessed heart is a grateful heart and every grateful heart wants to give, however little it may be.”
When we follow Paul’s example and live our lives to please God, He gives us freedom from fear, freedom from selfishness, freedom from materialism. Like Paul, the evidence that we live in those freedoms will be our daring, our caring, and our sharing. What a way to keep the Spirit’s fire burning within our souls! What a way to fan the flame of God’s gift in our lives! What a way to be sent as missionaries to a lost and dying world!

So here we have it. Christ has transformed us to join His mission: This happens because (A.) The Gospel of Christ Changes Lives. Then, (B.) Lives Changed by Christ Are Used by God to Influence the World for Christ. And (C.) Removing Personal Hindrances to Pleasing God Increases Our Influence On Our World for Christ. In other words, it is likely that our influence on the world for Christ will increase with our deeper and more joyful walk with Christ. Therefore, let us all the more give ourselves fully and unreservedly to Christ. Amen.
�Charles Colson, quoted in George W. Cornell, "Fellowship Founder: U.S. Losing Religion," Wisconsin State Journal, August 3, 1993.
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