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THE HEART OF THE GOSPEL
1 Thessalonians 1:1
INTRODUCTION	Congregation, when I greeted you on behalf of the Lord this morning, I did so, as any minister or elder leading the service always does, with the words, Grace & peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

If the Church uses those words so often – twice every Lord's Day in every Church around the world, somebody somewhere along the line must have thought them to be important. 

But where did they come from? Well, they come from our text this morning. But not only from 1 Thess.1:1. Nearly every letter in the NT is begun with these words, or words very much like them. The only ones that are different are Hebrews and 1 John, which two don't have any salutation, any kind of a greeting at all; neither does Revelation, if that is quite a letter. 3 John has a greeting, but does not wish – or pronounce upon – its readers grace or peace. 

So they are very important words indeed. For Peter & Paul, John & Jude all began nearly all of their letters – seventeen in total – with them. Brothers & sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, these words are very important because they are, in fact, the heart of the Gospel. If you want to know what the Gospel of Jesus Christ is all about, it is about these two things: grace and peace.

Let us look at these two things in turn and then, when we have done that, look for a moment at the connection between them.

1.	THE GOSPEL IS ABOUT LIVING IN GOD'S GRACE
This word grace is a very interesting word. It is only slightly different from, and comes from, the word that means: to give joy. Years before our Lord Jesus Christ came into the world that is what the Greeks used this word for. And we still use it like that today. We say; he is a very gracious man when he has the knack of saying difficult things in a manner that does not cause offence; or she is a gracious woman because she has the knack of making you feel at home or at ease with a certain dignity and elegance, yet she is not uppity; we say that a bird looks graceful when it flies with smooth, sweeping movements. Grace is what makes something or someone beautiful and thus it gives pleasure or joy. And the Bible uses the word grace in these ways too. 	Ps.45:3, Prov.10:32 LXX, L.4:22; Eph.4:29, the latter three all relating to gracious speech. From that it came to be used as a standard greeting in a letter. That is how James begins his letter: Greetings; meaning, I wish you joy.

But grace is also used for a deed that is beautiful because it is gracious or gives joy; or for a person who, by their good behaviour, gives joy. So we read that the early Christians had "favour with all the people" (Acts 2:47). Or on the other hand, in Acts 25:3, when the Jews had managed to get Paul into trouble and the Romans had to take him into custody to save him from the crowd, they requested the centurion do them a "favour" by having Paul tried in Jerusalem. The centurion was under no obligation to do that; it was an exception to the rule they were asking for. 	It then came to be used for the thanks such a favour called for; cf. L.17:9; 2 Cor.8:16.

And now you would say, if we were playing a game of 'hide the thimble', we are getting hot. Because isn't this what the Gospel is all about? That God does not deal with us as our sins deserve. "If you, Lord, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand before you?" No one; that is the rule. "The wages of sin is death" and "the soul that sins, it shall die." "But there is forgiveness with you," continues the Psalmist. God makes a concession; God does us a favour. I'm sure you've all seen those notices that shopkeepers sometimes put up: "Shop-lifting is theft; offenders will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law." The Gospel is that God doesn't do that. He does not press the Law at all – at least, not on us. He lets us off. For the believer, he makes an exception to the rule. "The Lord is compassionate and gracious, … He has not dealt with us according to our iniquities" for "the gift of God's grace is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord." 	(carisma tou qeou, not just cari)

But now I want you to notice two things about this word as it is used in the NT. For the NT takes grace so much further than the Greeks ever went. First of all, no Greek god ever showed grace to its worshippers. In all Greek literature, so the authorities tell us, this word grace is never used of their gods. But the other thing about grace as we find it in the NT is that, not only does God, by grace, give us a favour, give us what we don't deserve. By grace God gives us the gift of eternal life when we deserve the exact and full opposite, when we deserve eternal suffering and death.

Brothers & sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we need the Law of God. The world today, that simply does not have a clue about what is right or wrong, needs the Law of God desperately. And so does a lawless and unholy Church – that today's Church largely is – need the Law of God to guide it in a life that reflects the character of its God and that pleases its Lord and Saviour. For never forget, as Paul says in this verse, that the Church is "in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ" and our God is a God who hates sin with a consuming fire and our Lord Jesus Christ is completely at one with his Father in that; "in him was and is no sin."

We may never do without the Law of God, for all sorts of reasons. But the Gospel is that God prosecuted the full extent of the Law against our trespasses and sins in his own holy and righteous Son just so that he would not have to treat us according to our iniquities. "God made him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might be made the righteousness of God in him." That is grace of a kind that mankind, at his best – and the Greeks were the best and noblest pagans the world has ever seen – knows nothing about. That is what the Gospel is all about.

The other thing Paul pronounces on "the Church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ" and that is also at the heart of the Christian message is that

2.	THE GOSPEL IS ABOUT LIVING IN GOD'S PEACE
When Paul signs off his second letter to the Corinthians, he exhorts them, among other things, to "live at peace" with one another. He means that they should not be holding things against one another, they should not be having arguments with one another; Bill should not be at loggerheads with Joe and Jane definitely should be on speaking terms, to say the least, with Mary.

To be at peace means to be in harmony with one another. That doesn't mean we all agree in everything, but somehow or other, we manage to accommodate our differences; so that, while we are all different notes, the music of our Church life does not have notes here and there that are completely off-key and jar the ear and spoil the tune. Well, if we are the "Church in God," that is right, because "God is not a God of confusion but of peace" (1 Cor.14:33), a God of quiet orderliness where all the members of the Church work together and not at cross-purposes.

And the Church must be like that because it is made of individual believers who are now reconciled with God. Once we were all his enemies but God, by dealing with our sins in Jesus Christ, by chastising him to give us peace, has now made us his friends. So we have a quiet state of mind; 	Cf. John 20:19f. we are not agitated any more because we know we are right with God and our eternal future is secure in his gracious hands. After all, "He who did not spare his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, how will he not also with Him freely give us everything else?" 

The OT prophets used to speak about the Gospel that would be preached when the Messiah came in just this way. It was even called the Gospel of peace: "How lovely on the mountains are the feet of him who brings good news, who announces peace and brings good news of happiness, who announces salvation" (Is.52:7). 	Cf. Acts 10:36; Eph.2:17 And when those OT prophets talked about peace they used that wonderful Hebrew word, Shalom. It means everything good – peace with God, peace with your neighbour, ease of heart, happiness and joy, enjoying the good things of life, having plenty, being well. 

We will not experience every aspect of shalom until Jesus comes again and brings the new heavens and the new earth where peace and righteousness dwell. But no wonder Isaiah used such wonderful words – good news, peace, good news of happiness, salvation. These are the things that the Church is all about. This is the heart of the Gospel. Grace; and peace. 	In some greetings, eleo is used; they are synonyms but Trent says that grace has sin in mind while grace has the resultant misery in mind.

Congregation, do you know this? Grace and peace? Doesn't the world cry out for peace? Just look at it. Look at Africa. Look at the Middle East. Look at Indonesia. But then come closer to home and look at your neighbours. Look at so many in this country where we have, in purely outward, this-worldly terms, peace. People don't have peace. Their minds are not at peace. They are dissatisfied. They are constantly chasing some other new thing or indulging in another entertainment or the latest thrill pill or thrill 'sport' or whatever. Some are desperate. Some even bring it all to an end. Why?

Because peace only comes with what grace brings first of all: righteousness as a free gift. In Isaiah 57 we are told that "The wicked are like the tossing sea, for it cannot be quiet, and its waters toss up refuse and mud. There is no peace, says my God, for the wicked." Because peace is the fruit of righteousness. "The work of righteousness will be peace and the service of righteousness, quietness and confidence forever" (Is.32:17).

CONCLUSION
Brothers and sisters, you are "the Church in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ." "Therefore grace and peace to you." Don't we all have a need of that. And thank God we have received it; that is the Gospel. But Paul pronounces grace and peace on the Church of the Thessalonians again, in this letter some months after they had first received it. Why did he do that? 

You know. You know very well. For we all need God's grace and peace every day, don't we? For we all still sin and the sin breaks the peace – between us and God and therefore in our own hearts and therefore between one another. We all know about it – especially if we have done even just a little of what we were exhorted last week to do – examine our hearts: not very pretty often, eh?

Grace to you and peace, therefore. You are "the Church in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ" on the North Shore. Therefore grace and peace is yours. It is your rightful possession. Grace – God has not dealt with us according to the rule; he punished his own blessed Son for our sins; which punishment, which sacrifice purchased our peace – peace with God and our hearts are not longer troubled. Thus we have fellowship – it's the same message right through the Bible; this is John's first letter now – thus we have fellowship with the Father and his Son Jesus Christ and his apostles and all our fellow believers. And this table is a sign of that grace and peace, and the sacrifice that bought it, and that fellowship that we now have. Come then, let us sit down and eat.			Amen

