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GIVE THANKS – BECAUSE WE KNOW WHAT YOU KNOW 
Acts 17:1-15   1 Thessalonians 1 (text: 1:2-5)

INTRODUCTION
Hey children, do you want to know a secret?  Do you want to know what goes on in session rooms? When the elders have their meetings late on Thursday nights?

Actually, we have a celebration. We have a celebration because – we know what you know! Yep, that's right. That's what the missions sub-committee of the session of the Reformed Church of Antioch did in 55AD, and we try to follow the apostolic example. Paul and Silvanus and Timothy gave thanks to God at their session meetings when they prayed for the Christians in Thessalonica because, so they tell the Thessalonians, we know what you know!

We try to do that too. Paul and Silvanus and Timothy, all of them prayed. And they seemed to pray pretty often. In our prayers we make mention of you Thessalonian Christians, constantly bearing in mind certain things about you. And we give thanks to God always for all of you. Every time they prayed they gave thanks to God for all the Thessalonian Christians! Well, what was there to give thanks for for all the Thessalonian Christians every time they prayed?

1.	THE MISSIONARIES GAVE THANKS FOR THEIR WORKS
Now, doesn't that hit you in the eye straight away? In v.1 these apostles, as the servants of God and with the authority of God, had just pronounced grace and peace to and upon the Thessalonian Christians. And grace, we saw last week, is God's unmerited favour. Being a Christian, being saved is a gift God gives us when we actually deserve the opposite, judgment. For by grace are you saved, through faith, and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God, not of works. And here Paul tells the Thessalonians that he thanks God always for all of them, in particular, for their work, their labour, and their steadfastness.
Well, what is wrong with Paul? Can he not make up his mind what salvation is all about after all? God's grace - God's Riches At Christ's Expense and nothing to do with us at all? Or is it our works after all? But Paul is not confused. Notice carefully what he says. Because they are works of faith, it is a labour of love and steadfastness of hope he speaks about. And faith, hope and love are all gifts of God.

What are these works? They are the sorts of things you would only do because you had faith in Christ, because you loved Christ and because of the love of Christ working in you so as to love your fellow believers as well as unbelievers. You would only do them because you had hope in Christ – the hope of eternal life to be brought in fullness when Jesus comes again. 

There had been resistance to Paul's preaching when he first came to Thessalonica. We read in Acts 17 how that because many had believed Paul's message when he preached there, the Jews became jealous and hired some professional agitators and got them to start a riot in the  town. So it had taken some courage for these people to become Christians. And it taken some courage to stick at it. But they believed the message. Their Christian works were works of faith. 

But what exactly are works of faith? They can be all sorts of things. For example, in Galatians 5, Paul tells us that the works of the flesh, the sinful nature, the unbelieving heart, are immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, disputes, dissensions, factions, envyings, drunkenness, carousings, …. So, over against all these kinds of immorality, the works of faith would be striving to live within the moral law of God, including such things as love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, selfcontrol. Or as Paul says in Colossians 3, speaking truth to one another, not seeking to get our own back but bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, proper love and respect between husband and wife, parents and children, employer and employee. Things like submitting to authority, submitting to unjust treatment at the hands of whomever, and especially on account of our faith, for which the Lord Jesus set us such a great example. Works of faith would also include such things as the Lord Jesus did, when we read that he went about doing good to all men.

You can only do those sorts of things if you have faith. And love. And because you love Christ, you also love your fellow human beings, Christian or not, and you can work at it and labour at it. So the work of faith becomes a labour of love. It's like Neil Diamond sang once, He ain't heavy, he's my brother. When you love someone, even if it's labour rather than just work, you can do it. And you will do it. And you will keep at it. Paul also talks about steadfastness, or perseverance, of hope. When you have hope, that your labour in the Lord is not in vain, but that he really is coming back and will reward you; or, in a sense, even better, that your work will bear fruit; people will be saved through your witnessing and kindness and so on, and others helped in their life of faith, then you can, like the Berger paints commercial used to say, keep on keeping on. Even though your work of faith be a labour of love, nevertheless you can persevere at it because of your sure and certain hope about its outcome.

So, although Paul knew better than any of us that salvation was by God's free and unmerited grace, he knew also, as well as anybody else, that salvation is a living thing. It is not just justification and free forgiveness; it comes along with regeneration, the new birth and, consequently, a new life. And this new life of faith, hope and love, will manifest itself in works of faith, even labour of love and that the true believer will persevere in that. As he put it later in Philippians 2:12f.; So then, my beloved, … work out your salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.

That is why these missionaries gave thanks to God always for all of them whenever they prayed, constantly bearing in mind their works. Because their works were the proof of the pudding. They were the works of God and therefore Paul knew that God had worked them in them first. We love him, and we love anybody else, for that matter, with a godly love, because he first loved us. Furthermore, they persevered at these works and labours in the presence of our God and Father (3b). They didn't do them to please men; they did them to please God. And it takes faith, love and hope to do that – because it means that you do them out of pure motives, looking only for the return of Christ. For you will do them in situations where perhaps no one else will see you. As Jesus said, Pray to your Father in secret and your Father who sees you in secret will reward you (Matthew 6:6).

2.	THE MISSIONARIES GAVE THANKS FOR THEIR WORKS BECAUSE THEY PROVED THEY WERE ELECT
We give thanks to God always for all of you, making mention of you in our prayers; constantly bearing in mind your work of faith and labour of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ in the presence of our God and Father, knowing, brethren beloved by God, his choice of you - or, to use the word some hate, knowing your election. 

Some have suggested that these Christians might have been in danger of doubting their new-found faith. After all, as Paul says in the next verse, they had received the word in much tribulation (cf.2:2). He says in Chapter 2:13 that they had endured the same sufferings at the hands of their own countrymen that the churches in Judea had experienced from the Jews. And now they wondered if they had made a mistake.

Others have suggested that they might have begun to doubt whether Paul's message was genuine because, after all, there were plenty of travelling preachers around. And many of them were charlatans, in it just for the money. Not much has changed in the world. We too have our experts and management gurus and globe-trotting preachers. They come and they go with a new message or a new angle, and they all seem to make good money. Was Paul just one of these?

Paul says, in effect, No brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ. you are in the Lord Jesus Christ. You are some of the eternally elect! And Paul says that he and Silvanus and Timothy know that. He didn't say, We think it. He didn't say, We surmise it. He said, We know it. So don't toss it over beloved brothers and sister, he infers.

And how did these three missionaries know it? They simply argued from effect back to cause. You have the virtues of the elect, of God's chosen people – faith, love and hope. And we know you have those things because we see them in your work, indeed your hard labour, and your perseverance in that hard labour. 

In other words, congregation, these Thessalonian Christians were converted! They were not just believers. They were manifestly a new creation in Jesus Christ. And just as Paul argues in Romans 1 that the created world proclaims its Creator clearly and unmistakably, so too does the new creation, faith, love and hope, and faith working through love (Galations 5:6) and persevering in that because of the hope of eternal life in fullness when Jesus comes again – so too does the new creation manifestly proclaim its Creator; the Holy Spirit working the benefits of Jesus's death and resurrection in the hearts of God's elect to convert them. 

Paul was sure these Christians were elect because they were obviously converted; they were obviously new people. By the way they lived, they were quite obviously under new ownership and new management, as it were. That's what conversion means. It means change! It was clear from their lives that these Thessalonians acted out of new principles and changed hearts. Thus so, dear brothers sisters, may you also know you are elect. 

we may never say that someone who is not assured of their salvation, who is not assured of their election, does not have true faith. One can have something, yet not have all of it. On the other hand, God intends us to have assurance. He intends us to know we are saved.
The first way we are supposed to have assurance of our salvation is by simple faith in the word and promise of God. If any man comes to me, I will in no way cast him out, said Jesus. Believe that. Take God simply at his word. Don't doubt him. 

But there are people who say they believe in God and in Jesus Christ, but their lives show they haven't done with sin at all. I don't mean they don't have victory over sin. I mean they don't give much evidence of struggling with it. They don't appear to be converted – to have a changed life, to live out of faith in God, out of love for God and to persevere in that. But if that evidence is there, if we do strive to live as if we are dead to sin and alive to God in Jesus Christ, then we should believe it. They are elect. We can even say, by God's grace I am elect, I am saved. As Paul says about himself which we will see in a moment. But thirdly, 

3.	THE MISSIONARIES GAVE THANKS FOR THEIR ELECTION BECAUSE IT IS OBVIOUS THE GOSPEL CAME TO THEM IN POWER
Paul says (verses 4-5), we know, brethren beloved by God, your election, for our gospel did not come to you in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and will full conviction – or full assurance.

Paul has just said that he knew the Thessalonians we elect because of their work of faith, their labour of love, and their perseverance of hope. Faith, hope and love are gifts of God and are therefore evidence of a renewed heart. And it was not just that the Thessalonians talked about these things. Not at all. Their faith, love and hope produced work, indeed labour and they persevered at their labour. Their Christianity was real. It was not Sunday only, let alone one hour on Sunday only, let alone one hour on Sunday only once per fortnight. 

I suppose the basic fact of a Christian is that he is a believer. But these Thessalonians were not mere believers. The true Christian is never merely a believer. Mere believers are brothers and sisters of the devils, who also believe – and tremble! Because, although they believe, they are not converted and they are, therefore, not saved. But the Gospel did not come to these Thessalonians in word only. It was real. It came in power, the power of the Holy Spirit. It changed their lives. They were converted.

There is a little children's chorus that says, 
Faith is just believing what God says he will do.
Faith is just believing his promises are true.
That is very true. But the half has not been told. Faith is a much bigger and richer thing that merely that. Biblical faith is faith that works through love (Galatians 5:6). And we can only put faith in Christ when we are born again, when we are converted and become new creatures. And to make us new creatures is a work that only the power of the Holy Spirit can do. When that happens congregation, we not only believe, we also no longer live for ourselves but for God. Our faith works; to the extent that our love may hurt, because the work becomes hard labour; yet we persevere in it still.

These Thessalonian Christians were converted. They were different people from what they used to be. So different, Paul could only say that it must be because his Gospel had come to them in power and in the power of the Holy Spirit. And because the conversion, the change was so real, they had full conviction, full assurance about it all. They were elect; there was no doubt about it.

People of God, I hate to raise doubts in people's minds about their salvation. I certainly would hate to raise doubts in the hearts of truly struggling believers. I am not so much talking to them at the moment. 
But let me ask you, are you converted? After all, this power of the Holy Spirit that works in the conversion of sinners to God is the very same power that raised Jesus Christ from the dead, Paul says in Ephesians 1 (for only one reference). A power like that should make a difference, shouldn't it? Especially when the work being done in our hearts is a resurrection just as miraculous as Jesus' resurrection from the tomb! For before we became Christians we were dead in trespasses and sins. To be converted to Christ is to be made alive to Christ, to live a new life in Christ, to be his disciples, his followers, and you wont ever follow Jesus into sin! Because he never ever sinned. 

If our lives don't look different from unbelievers round about us, could it be, God forbid, that in reality we are still one of those unbelievers. Has the Gospel come to you in power? Has the Gospel come to you in the Holy Spirit? How could the Gospel come in the Holy Spirit and not be working holiness? Has the Gospel come to you in full assurance?

CONCLUSION
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we give thanks to God always for all of you – Paul speaks collectively here, in general, and so do I – when we pray because we know you are elect because we see the Holy Spirit has come in power in your lives. And therefore Paul had assurance about these Christians. And Paul could go on to say, just as you know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake. In other words, Paul was even bold enough to say that he was assured that he and Silvanus and Timothy were saved because they showed the same work of faith, labour of love and perseverance of hope to the Thessalonians. What they knew to be true about the Thessalonians, they knew to be true about themselves also. These missionaries gave thanks to God for these Christians because they knew about them what the Thessalonian Christians knew about the missionaries. Both groups knew the other were elect because they could both know the Gospel had come to each in power and they were converted.

Congregation, could we elders give thanks because we know about you what you know about us? Could you members all give thanks because you know about us what we know about you? Could we all celebrate because we all know what we all know – about each other?
Pray God it would be true.									Amen.

