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TO TURN, SERVE AND WAIT
Acts 17:16-34   1 Thessalonians 1:9-10
INTRODUCTION
There you are, walking along with the crowd to Eden Park to watch the All Blacks beat the Springboks, and suddenly you realise you have left your wallet in the car, so you turn back to go and get it. But it's quite a different story getting back to the car walking against the flow of the crowd. You bump shoulders with one and sling your bag into someone else, or they their bag into you. 

It is hard work going against the flow, going in completely the opposite direction from everybody else. And the fact that you are going contrary to the rest of the world is very obvious.

That ought also to be true of Christians in the world – it was certainly true of the Thessalonian Christians. The report was out that these Thessalonians had received the apostles and their message and that they had turned to God from idols. They had done an about turn and were going against the flow in Thessalonica. They had been converted.

What is conversion?  What does conversion look like? Perhaps this will give you an idea. I have some friends who bought a farm recently on which there was a large building originally built as barn, or a shearing shed, or some such. And for the last while those men have been very busy converting that building into a house. That is what conversion is; it means to change something from one thing into another; or to serve one purpose to make it serve another. It is an about face; it means to be turned around so that, whereas once you were going in one direction, you are now going in completely the opposite.

These Thessalonians had been converted, and that meant …

1.	THEY HAD TURNED TO GOD FROM IDOLS
In world Paul's day, there were many religions and many different idols were worshipped. And I mean they were worshipped religiously, just like we worship the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ. They prayed to them; they sang to them; they sacrificed offerings to them, and so forth.

Furthermore, they were serious about their religion. It played a very important part in society. The gods were acknowledged at political and military events, in trade guild meetings (we would call them trades unions); they gods were prayed to at clubs, at social events and at meal times.

The Thessalonian Christians had done an about face on all of this. Thus the tribulation Paul spoke about; the persecution they experienced.

We still have idols today. Sometimes, with the rise of New Age spirituality, the idols are quite obvious and explicitly religious. It is okay to worship these days. People speak unashamedly of God. They talk about finding the god within you and openly talk about having spiritual experiences. Or doing the "spiritual thing" as I have heard said. That is all quite explicitly religious and we seem to be moving back in that direction.

But even when people still think of themselves as secular and put in their census forms, "no religion," we never actually get away from it. We still have gods, we still have idols. Only, they are more subtle – just as, the more sophisticated we become, a lot of our sin is more subtle. And therefore not quite so obvious for what it really is.

We Christians are confessedly religious; we believe in God. And what do we believe in God for? What is a god? What is a religion? You could say we look to God for two things. We look to God as the 'thing' (if I may put it like that) that gives life real meaning and, when we are trying to work things out in life, we look to him for answers – ultimately. We look to him and his Word to explain life and make sense of it.

Because of that, it is He with whom we are preoccupied. He is the most important 'thing' in our lives. So we come to trust in him and rest in him. When we cannot understand or explain things anymore, we trust that, somehow, he does and he knows the reason why about things.

So, when we are discussing something, we begin by saying, "Well, the Bible says this, therefore …" and we start our reasoning from there. Or, when we have finished discussing something and we can't explain why anymore, we will simply answer, "Because the Bible, that is, God, says so."

Whatever serves that purpose for other people is their god - their idol, in biblical language. God is whatever we go back to to answer our questions and solve our problems and what, ultimately, we trust in. God is whatever we are preoccupied with or think is most important in life, that on which everything else hinges.

And we certainly have our idols. The economy and economic growth are certainly idols. Science and technology, to which we look constantly to solve our problems, are certainly idols – because, regardless of whether it might be right or not to create human beings, we must because progress must not be halted and the possibility of being able to solve people's health problems must not be stymied. There are another couple of idols – progress, and life in this world.

The nation has often been an idol. The state is in this country. What do people automatically say should fix something that is wrong in life? Guaranteed security in old age is an idol. Happiness, above godliness, is an idol. Being relevant and attractive to people is certainly an idol of the modern church. Democracy, nature are current idols.

Perhaps none of these things, at least to some extent, are wrong in themselves. But anything can become an idol when we look to it to do what we ought to look to God for – to give meaning, to be the thing we live for and love most, that we look to for answers. 
Brothers and sisters, do we look to any of these things in this way? Oh we do. Christians do constantly, and very likely we do too. Hopefully only in moments of loose thinking. But it proves how difficult it is to avoid idolatry. There is a bent in our hearts away from God.

The Thessalonian Christians did and we must turn from looking to anything in this world to answer our questions, to give us something to live for, to love above all, to find rest for our hearts. We must turn from idols. That is what it means to be converted.

But Christianity is not merely to turn away from what is wrong or what is not real and therefore doesn't work. Merely to turn away from something is no answer – and no comfort. So there is something else about these Thessalonian Christians.

2.	THEY HAD TURNED TO GOD TO SERVE GOD THE LIVING AND TRUE
This is really the message the apostles brought to pagan world. When they preached to Jews, they preached about Jesus, the Messiah and him crucified and raised from the dead as the OT prophets had prophesied.

But when they went to the pagan world, they had start from different point because Jesus the Messiah meant nothing to pagans. So when he went to Athens, Paul saw an altar to the unknown God and he said, "I know him. He is the living and true God who made the heavens and the earth and is the giver of life. He's the God who rules history and has controlled our destinies and made us all what we are and to live where have lived in the past and now live at present. We are never away from him; he surrounds us every moment for we are his offspring, as it were. And you can't make images of him like this for he is far above us. These things can only diminish him and our ideas of him. He is so much larger and greater than us, not less, like these idols."

"And now God has spoken to the whole world through his Son Jesus Christ whom he judged for the world's sin and raised from the dead. That is the proof that he has set a day to judge whole world for its sin. Therefore repent and accept the judgment he inflicted on his Son instead. This is the God who made us, not a god we make as we imagine him to be. This is God the living and true."

But we must say more. For to be converted is not simply to exchange one's belief system for another. Paul said of the Thessalonians, "You turned to God from idols to serve God the living and true."

When we are converted, God turns the whole person about face.
#	Yes, he does convert our minds so that we throw out the old ideas presuppositions of our thinking and replace them with another mental framework, another belief system.
#	But he also converts our emotions so that we are sincerely sorry for our old way of life and hate it and grow more and more to love God and his law and his righteousness. Or, if we have grown up Christians and not have to change in the same way, we hate what is non-Christian.
#	He also converts our wills so that we now want to and do live differently. So that, whether we are recently converted or grown up Christian, whether we have just turned around or not, we are walking in a different direction, we are dancing to a different tune from the world and we are misfits in our world.

We serve God, and obviously so.
#	When we think and talk, we do so from a biblical point of view because it is God who gives meaning to our lives and it is he to whom we look for answers.
#	When we meditate and worry, we find, by however long a path we take to get there – but we find him to be rest for our hearts and somewhere to throw our doubts.
#	So also all our actions ultimately spring from our love for him who so loved us that he gave his only begotten Son.

How can I not therefore then live for him? It is impossible to do otherwise. Not that everything in life for the Christian will be explicitly religious. Yet we will be very interested in explicitly religious things – they are never very far from our thoughts – the Bible, the Church, worship, prayer, concern for lost, the honour of God's name. We are controlled and driven by our faith in God.

Christianity is not simply an added dimension to life. For us, Christ and Christianity is life – it undergirds all of life for us. God does not just give us a sense completion, to make the 'full life.' Our faith is not just that missing something which Christ supplies. For us, to live without Christ is to die, to be utterly empty, to be completely rudderless on a wild and stormy sea, to be devastated not just because we have no answers. As Christians we often do not know the answers. But we have THE BIG ANSWER. Therefore we can leave lesser questions, even though they might still be big questions, in his hands. 

In him we have hope and him we serve therefore with all our being.

3.	THEY WERE WAITING FOR HIS SON FROM HEAVEN
Ecclesiastes says, "God has put eternity in our hearts" In other words, we are simply aware that there is more to life than merely this life. So we all have an eye on the future. That is why we have some of our idols – economic growth, desire for financial security – because they give us hope that things will be better in the future.

We are all looking forward to something – leaving school, getting a job, retiring from our job, getting married, having children, seeing our children leave home, all sorts of things.

Above everything else, these Christians were waiting for God's Son from heaven – that is what they were looking forward to; to meet the one who had saved them from the wrath to come.

What does this mean – to wait for the Son from heaven?
It means, first of all, and here I come back to the point I made last week, to the fact that we find our life and the meaning of life and the source of joy and satisfaction not in this world but in next. That is, we know our life is really in Jesus Christ, in God. Our joy is of the Holy Spirit, in the Lord, not in the things of this world which is passing away.

So again I say, People of God, let us not strive so hard for material prosperity, for financial security. Let us not be chasing after the pleasures and entertainments of this world so much. I am not saying, don't enjoy them as they come your way, in due proportion. But the thrills and pleasures of the world can only be enjoyed rightly as a service to Christ, as a recreation to further fit us or strengthen us or rest our mind for further service to Christ.

Let us not be so concerned about what going on in the world. God is bringing it all to judgment. He holds it all in his hand and he is, somehow, working his will in it all for his glory and the glory of his Son – and the glory of his people. Instead, let us be taken up with the things of the kingdom of God and his righteousness.

What does this mean – to wait for the Son from heaven?
It means also to look forward to it with patience and confidence. We are not concerned it is not going happen. 

God prophesied plenty of things were going to happen and it looked as if they wouldn't but they did. The main one was the coming of the Messiah. It was predicted time and time again over thousands of years and just when things were at their worst, he came.

But when he did come, he was nearly wiped out in slaughter of innocents by Herod. Then, of course, it looked all over at the cross. But the Son from heaven whom we are waiting for is precisely that same Jesus who was crucified, but whom God raised from the dead. The darkest night turned to the brightest morning. So we wait for it with patience and quite hope.

What does this mean – to wait for the Son from heaven?
Surely, it also means, if we are waiting for Son from heaven, you are ready. You don't wait for someone like this without being prepared. The Thessalonians could wait for the Son from heaven whom God raised from the dead because they were prepared. Are you prepared? For the Son from heaven, Jesus, is he who delivers us from the wrath to come.

This too is what it means to be converted and go against the grain of the world, the flow of the traffic of the world, and to believe this with certainty brings you into collision with the world.

There is wrath to come congregation. There are people around who try to downplay this teaching today. 
#	They emphasise God's love as if God had no holiness or righteousness. But he is holy and he does only righteousness and takes it very seriously indeed. He demonstrated that very clearly in the fact he gave his own Son to be crucified that we might be saved. For sin had to be dealt with for us to be saved.
#	Others say God does not actively punish sin but this world runs according to laws of cause and effect, so there are consequences for every action. Kick your toe and it hurts; play with fire and you get burnt. So also, when you sin, some sort of consequences follow. But we mustn't say God actively, personally punishes people who sin.

Congregation, the Bible does say that. God hates sin and he will eliminate it from his universe – for he cannot abide it. He loves righteousness and goodness. God and sin cannot live together.

And you know it also – that there must be a day of reckoning. You cannot ever be angry and say that something is unjust, something is not right, unless you also believe in the possibility of judgment. For not all will right their behaviour. Some love their sin. They demand their own way even though they know that such things deserve even death, Paul tells us. Would it be right – and that is what you are concerned about – for sin to go unpunished? Would it be right for continued unthankfulness to such a bountiful God who made this beautiful world – which beauty you can still see despite how much we've wrecked it – would it be right for unthankfulness to go unpunished?

Are you prepared for Jesus, God's Son, who will one day come from heaven?  Are you converted? Are you waiting, looking forward to, ready at any moment to receive the Son from heaven?

"Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself even as Jesus is pure," says John. Are you seeking to purify yourself? Does your life show that? You will not be perfect, of course, but are you different from unbelievers? Or does the way you live your life look no different from unbelievers?

How should it be different?  Just by being changed from a life that you direct yourself for your own benefit to a life directed by obedience to God for God and for his glory. 
#	So that your faith works, even labours because you love God and your fellow Christians, and non-Christians. And you are steadfast in that labour (verse 3).
#	So that you find your joy not in the things of this life, not really, but your real joy is joy of the Holy Spirit (verse 6).
#	So that you serve God, the living and true.

Congregation, there is judgment coming. If you refuse the fact that God hates sin so much he poured out his terrible wrath against it on his own Son, look only for great and terrible Day of the Lord "when the Lord Jesus shall be revealed from heaven with his mighty angels in flaming fire dealing out retribution to those who do not know God and who do not obey the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ."

But the very same Jesus will deliver those who do believe in him, who rest in him, who look to him as their all and serve him from that wrath to come

Are you ready?  Are you prepared so you can wait for him with quiet confidence?

Paul could say that the Thessalonians had given such a reception to the Gospel that their lives had been completely turned around and he knew they waited for that day with quiet confidence.

Why don't you received the Gospel, as these Thessalonians did? – if you have not already. Jesus did not come to bear that terrible wrath for nothing. He bore it to deliver us from it that we might be saved.												   							   Amen


















