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THE HEART OF PAUL'S CONCERNS
Malachi 3:16 – 4:2   1 Thessalonians 2:17 – 3:13 (text)
INTRODUCTION
The apostle sounds a little bit on the defensive here this morning, don't you think? These expressions of love and pride in the Thessalonians are really only just this side of believable. Stated any more strongly and we would feel he was overdoing it. And then we'd be inclined to ask, as women are reported sometimes to ask when their husbands compliment them, what are you after Paul?

Paul is on the defensive. He's under attack. He was in Thessalonica only three weeks and then he left and people were casting slights on his motives. That wasn't really fair, because it was the new Christians themselves who had bundled him of town for his own safety. But hatred of the Gospel is not concerned about accurate reporting. So Paul was being slandered and he didn't want the Thessalonians to begin to believe it. 

In our text this morning Paul bares his soul. It is rather an untidy piece of writing. He repeats himself often and it is all a bit mixed up. That is because he is not writing a treatise. He is pouring out his heart! And he is pouring out his heart over some heartfelt concerns. I want to deal with this in two sermons, Lord willing. Next Lord's Day, I'd like to talk about Paul's concerns. But this morning, I'd like to look into the heart in which those concerns lived. Hence my title: the heart of Paul's concerns. The first thing we are told is that…

1.	PAUL ACHED FOR THEIR FELLOWSHIP
"But we, brethren, having been bereft of you for a short while … were all the more eager with great desire to see your face" (2:17). We were bereaved, he says. When they got Paul out of town, it was not because he wanted to go. As far as he was concerned, in that action he had lost somebody he dearly loved; it was as if they had died and he grieved over it. "More than once," he says in the next verse, "we wanted to come to you – but satan hindered us." 
What it means that satan hindered him, we'll look at next Sunday. But this desire for the fellowship of his fellow Christians is a very common theme in the Bible. It is one of the things that characterised the early Church: "they continued steadfastly in the apostles' doctrine, in the breaking of bread, in prayer and in fellowship" (Acts 2:42). Does a desire for fellowship with one another characterise us? It has nothing to do with whether we have different national or ethnic origins; or whether we don't all speak one language very well. Paul was a Jew and here he is pouring his heart out because he missed the Thessalonians. Some of them were also Jews, but most of them were Greeks. It was because they were brothers and sisters in Christ, in the family of God, which is even to be more important than our earthly family, let alone our earthly ethnic origins. 

All those separating factors are the result of sin. When Adam and Eve first sinned, they fled from him when he came searching for them. They were also aware of an estrangement between each other, for they made themselves aprons of fig leaves. Not too long after we read of the tower of Babel which the people of the world built to make their own way of approach to God and God judged them by breaking their fellowship with different languages. It is a judgment. The coming of Christ did away with all this, dramatically, for he came as a man to be Immanuel, God with us. Pentecost did away with all this with its gift of tongues to enable an initial, dramatic extension of the Gospel to people of many languages.

It is Christian fellowship Paul was talking about. And it was not just about the Thessalonian Christians that Paul felt this way. He addressed the Philippians once as "my beloved brethren, whom I long to see" (4:1). Furthermore, it is not just Paul who felt this way. John said in his first letter, "These things we write so that our joy may be made complete." Our joy, your – whom I write to – joy, and my joy. And what did he write that would make their joy complete? He wrote to reaffirm the Gospel and to tell of what it should mean in their lives and the particular thing he had just mentioned that would make their, his and their, joy complete, was "that you may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with his Son Jesus Christ" (1:3). 

That is why Paul so longed for fellowship with these new Christians. Because it is in our connection with the apostles and their Gospel that we have fellowship with God and with Jesus Christ and are saved. The estrangement between us and God and man and man is healed. That is what the Gospel is all about, to speak of it another way; his name is Immanuel, God with us, God in fellowship with mankind. 

How do we do in this matter of fellowship with one another, congregation? Perhaps we would all admit we don't do all that well. Why? Pressures of life? Yes, they are definitely there and I sympathise with that. We all struggle with it. Or do we struggle with it? Do we look at our lives and see whether all these pressures are legitimate.

Remember what Jesus about himself being a vine and we the branches? It is the vine, Jesus, that we are all exhorted in that parable to remain in fellowship with. But it's pretty hard to imagine any particular branch remaining in fellowship with the vine but out of fellowship with the other branches? There's only one vine-stem and for all of us to have fellowship with it, with Christ, we're going to have to rub shoulders with each other pretty closely. So perhaps our fellowship with each other is an indicator of our fellowship with Christ.

So, as Paul ached for the fellowship of the Thessalonian Christians, we should desire fellowship with one another, involvement in one another's lives, not as busybodies – no, we are warned against that. But because – well, why did Paul ache for their fellowship? It was because…

2.	PAUL LOVED THEM DEARLY
He doesn't say so in so many words. He talks about their love for him (3:6) and their love for one another (3:12). But who could doubt he does? Listen. "For who is our hope or joy or crown of exultation? Is it not even you, in the presence of our Lord Jesus at his coming?" (2:19) 

All of this is at least love. But it is more. Paul's converts were his pride. They would be his "crown of exultation" when Christ comes again. Paul is talking here about the laurel wreath that an athlete won at the public games in Rome and elsewhere. The word exultation usually means boasting. These converts were going to be Paul's boast when he met the Lord. But they were not just notches in his belt, scalps at his waist. He delighted in them. In the next verse he says, "For you are our glory and joy." Or, as we would say, you are our pride and joy.

Of course, because they were converted under his ministry, they were very dear to Paul. But Paul felt the same way toward the Romans even before he had set eyes upon them. Surely, people of God, as one commentator says, "There can be no better news to any Christian than that God has given men and women life through the death of his Son." It is not possible for us not to love those whom God has loved and chosen. It is not possible not to love those whom Jesus has died for.

In 3:6, Paul says, "Timothy has come to us from you, and has brought us good news of your faith and love, and that you always think kindly of us, longing to see us just as we also long to see you." That meant so much to Paul – that they felt the same way about him as he did about them. They had not bought the slander that was being spread about him. They were standing firm in the faith and in love. His work and sacrifice had been worthwhile. They were really his brothers and sisters in Christ. 

The OT teaches us the same thing. In Psalm 16, David says, "Thou art my Lord, I have no good besides Thee. As for the saints who are in the earth, they are the majestic ones in whom I delight." Is it right that Christians have pop-stars and film-stars as heroes? Is it right that we take as much notice of such people as we sometimes seem to do? So many of them are such ungodly and anti-godly people, utterly immoral, blasphemers of our Saviour and Lord. These people are reprobates whom we ought, by contrast at least, to despise, Psalm 15 tells us. Brothers and sisters, we are becoming worldly. For king David, it was the saints, most of whom are and always will be lowly and ordinary people, who are "the majestic ones in the earth." They were the mighty warrior David's heroes. As Psalm 15 continues, to the man who would live in the hill of the Lord, it is those who fear the Lord, just the ordinary sort of people sitting next to you right now, that we should honour – with our fellowship, our concern, our love and our high regard.

#	I know very well they are not perfect. Neither was David. But at the core of his being, he was a man after God's own heart and God loved him. 
#	They may be quite up and down in their faith and maybe in the way they relate to you and so perhaps you find relations with them difficult. 
That probably makes them pretty much like you and me. Are we not all pretty struggling, up and down Christians? Should we not therefore have more patience with one another? As Paul did with the Corinthians, for example, of whom he said, "We are your reason to be proud as you also are ours" (2 Cor.1:14). We raise our eyebrows at that. Paul proud of the Corinthians? Well, there you have it. He says he was. We pray, "Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those that trespass against us." Should we not also then be able to say, 'Receive us as we receive one another.'

People of God, every Christian is precious to God who chose us; to Jesus Christ who died for us; and to the Holy Spirit who entered our dark and filthy hearts and enlightened and cleansed us. How can they not be precious to us also, and precious above all whom the world regards? They were so precious to Paul that when he heard they were standing firm in their faith, he said, "Now we really live" (3:8). His life was bound up with them even as Jacob said of Benjamin, "My life is bound up with the lad." If he dies, I might as well but if he lives, I live.

We heard God say in Malachi 3 of "those who fear the Lord and who esteem his name…They will be mine, says the Lord of hosts, on the day that I prepare my own possession, and I will spare them as a man spares his own son who serves him." The translators don't quite know how to translate that phrase, "my own possession." The NASB has a footnote that suggests, "my special treasure." The Authorised Version has "my jewels." That is where we get the words in that hymn we sang earlier. We are engraved on God's hands, Isaiah says. Or, in another place, we are the apple of his eye. If we are to be perfect as our Father in heaven is, that is how we will feel about our fellow believers.

Paul longed for fellowship with the Thessalonians because he dearly loved them, even as both he and they were loved by the Lord. And therefore…

3.	PAUL WENT WITHOUT TO HEAR ABOUT THEM
"Therefore when we could endure it no longer, we thought it best to be left behind at Athens alone; and we sent Timothy, our brother and God's fellow-worker in the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you as to your faith." And he says exactly the same all over again in v.5.

We are inclined to think that Paul was one of those strong, self-contained types who just keeps going like a German clock, regardless of anyone else. But that is a mistake. It is not hard to see from his writings that he needed human fellowship and help in his work. Of all the places he visited he never felt more like a fish out of water than in Athens. He was an intellectual as they were, but he was a passionately religious intellectual. But so concerned was he about these new Thessalonian Christians that he was prepared to be left alone for some time in that cold, idolatrous place and send Timothy to find out about them.

And in this he followed his Master also. For he who was rich for our sakes became poor. He "emptied himself" of his glory and took "the form of a bondservant being made in the likeness of men. And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross." There he endured separation from his Father which he had never suffered before for you and me because he loved us – to bring us to God. Even as the Father sent him because he so loved us – to reconcile us to himself.

Brothers and sisters, do we love each other enough to go without, to make some small sacrifice of money or time or bother or patience to have a concern about one another; to "weep with those who weep" or struggle in some way; to follow chase up a wandering sheep in danger of being lost to the world and the devil? David, a type of Christ, when he was still only a young man, risked his life for one small lamb attacked by a lion; and on another occasion for one small lamb attacked by a bear. 

We may now sit down with our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ at this table because he loved us and desired our fellowship and was prepared to make that great sacrifice to make us his own. We also sit down with one another, shoulder to shoulder, to fellowship with Christ. Let us do so rejoicing in the fellowship we now have with God. Let us do so with a real love and concern for and fellowship with one another. 
     Amen


