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THE CONCERNS OF PAUL'S HEART
1 Peter 1:13 – 2:3;  1 Thessalonians 2:17 - 3:1-13 (text: 3:1-13)
INTRODUCTION
The Thessalonians were experiencing afflictions, or trials as the NIV has it. There was nothing complicated about it. It was simple persecution for their faith in Jesus Christ. But in the midst of that, there was a danger of devil doing a subtle tempting work and ruining their faith.

The Thessalonians were young Christians and Paul loved them and was very concerned about them. Last Lord's Day, we looked at the heart of Paul's concerns. Today I want us to look at the concerns of Paul's heart. I could summarise what I want to say as follows.
first of all, we need to strengthen our faith; 
secondly, we need to strengthen our faith that we stand firm in our faith; 
and finally, we need to strengthen our faith so that our hearts may be wholly devoted to God.

1.	WE NEED TO STRENGTHEN OUR FAITH
Paul says in verse two, We sent Timothy, our brother and God's fellow worker in the Gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you as to your faith.

Paul had spent only three, at the most four weeks in Thessalonica. Some of those who accepted the Gospel were Jews but most were God-fearing Greeks, including a number of leading women, Acts 17 tells us. But the Jews who had rejected the Gospel had formed a mob and forced Paul and his fellow missionaries out of town.

Even without persecution, Paul would have needed to strengthen the Thessalonians' faith because they were very young believers. It was much more necessary since they were being so vigorously opposed and mistreated.

Because he wasn't allowed in the place, Paul sent Tim to strengthen and encourage them. The two words have the idea of coming alongside and so buttressing their faith. You know, like you see with old cathedrals. They have those stone buttresses along the outside walls to support the walls. Even the Skytower in Auckland has buttressed foundations. Or you have buttress roots on trees. Ever since we have been here I have wanted to grow a flowering gum down the bank in front of our deck. The first one died. The second one I've got there now has grown better. But I think it's not going to work. It's too slender; it hasn't got a nice wide base to its trunk to buttress it. I think it will have to come out or else it will fall on the house and I don't suppose you will appreciate that.

This is what Paul was afraid of. So he wanted to make them steadfast, solid in their faith and it was especially necessary since they were suffering such vigorous opposition. But what does it mean to be strengthened in our faith? Faith has two sides to it. 

First of all, by faith we can mean what we believe, the doctrines the Bible teaches. So in verse ten, Paul says we want to complete what is lacking in your faith. Well, with only three to four weeks' ministry among them, there would surely be some gaps. In this letter we get a few hints as to what some of them might be:
#	in chapter four he talks about sexual morality,  and economic morality, and about what happens to those who die before Jesus comes again;
#	in chapter five there is quite a bit about the second coming of Christ and the day of the Lord, and then something about relations between the elders and the rest of the congregation.

So Paul sent Timothy to fill the gaps in their understanding of the faith and when Timothy returned, he confirmed the main outline of these matters in this letter.

Well, that is all very well for the Thessalonians. What about us? The apostles are here no longer so how are we strengthened in our faith? In essence, in the same way – by the preaching ministry of the Church and the Word of God written. In Romans16:25 Paul praises God who is able to establish – it is the same word; strengthen – you according to my Gospel and the preaching of Jesus Christ … and by the Scriptures of the prophets. That is, in a way, the Church's only resource – the Word of the living God. Read it. Study it. Listen to it preached and meditate on it. It is the incorruptible Word of God which caused us to be born again and Peter says, Long for the pure milk of the word that by it you may grow in respect of salvation.

And if you think you are past the basic teachings of the Gospel and have got to the point where you need solid food and not milk, then Hebrews five tells you: that's fine; just carry on digging into the Word even more. There is a time for us all to get to the stage of learning that we start teaching others. And even though it is meat and not milk now, it is still the meat of the WORD.
								
The other side to the word faith is the act and attitude of believing – trusting, resting, placing one's confidence in Christ. Sometimes we begin to doubt that what we have believed is true after all and our faith grows weak. That can happen especially in times of trial – whether just the ordinary difficulties of life or something like persecution. This is why Paul not only sent them a letter – to explain the faith further; he sent them Timothy as well to encourage them; the word encourage means to come alongside them. Probably Timothy could go while Paul could not because Timothy was not the leader of the band. But it is very likely Timothy would have shared their persecution when he went back to Thessalonica.

When he came and at least placed himself in danger, the Thessalonian Christians would have been strengthened in their trust and encouraged to carry on believing when they saw that these missionaries were prepared to suffer with them and for their benefit. In the Apostles' Creed, we confess; I believe in the communion of the saints. So did Paul and Timothy and Silas. Our Christian faith is not just a set of doctrines; it is not just an intellectual thing. It is a living, personal, communal thing as well. That is why Paul says in Galatians that true faith is a faith that must work through love. Love is one of the marks of the Christian just as much as right doctrine.

So brothers and sisters, if we are going to be any good to others, to younger Christians who need to be strengthened, it can't be done at a distance. There can never be such a thing as the cyber-Church, or the electronic Church. It's nonsense; because it denies how God made us. He made us flesh and blood and all our technical advance doesn't undo that.

If you want to be used as parents to bring your children up in the fear and knowledge of the Lord. You've got to love your children. You cannot just hand it down like the proverbial lord of the manor and expect them to take it. It won't work. 

So for us elders also. If we are going to be a real help to our people, we have to get out into our people's homes and get to know them. We have got to have them in our own homes. With the Word, because it is only the Word of God by the Spirit of God that gives life. Good friendships on their own won't do it. On the other hand, we are human beings. We must take the Word of God personally with genuine personal interest and love. So there is, first of all, this need to grow as Christians; to strengthen our faith.

2.	FOR WE MUST STAND IN OUR FAITH 
We sent Timothy, says Paul, to strengthen and encourage you as to your faith, so that no man may be disturbed by these afflictions; for you yourselves know that we have been destined for this. For indeed when we were with you, we kept telling you in advance that we were going to suffer affliction; and so it came to pass, as you know. Verses three and four.

Paul had told them at the beginning that faith in Christ would, at some time and in some way, bring trials if not outright persecution. So they ought not be surprised at it, he says; he had told them time and again to expect it. Indeed, it had been well illustrated for them. For opposition to the Gospel had begun as soon as Paul began preaching. 

It had hardly been necessary in Thessalonica to tell interested hearers to count the cost before they committed themselves to Christ – as Jesus said we ought to do. And as we warned, so you have experienced, Paul says. The heat of the midday sun has burned down on you as Jesus said in the parable of the sower and the seed and so I don't want you to be disturbed by it. 

We might be able to translate that phrase: so that no man may be deceived in these afflictions. If you have an NAS translation you will notice it has a marginal note to that effect. Outright opposition, even vicious opposition we might understand and, although we will not at all like it, we may withstand it. But then in the midst of it, the devil comes along in the form of an old friend sorry to see you cling to your faith and suffer for it.

Well meaning friends can be the worst tempters. Even Peter tried to dissuade Jesus from going to the cross just after he had made that beautiful confession, revealed to him just then by the Father, You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.	 So soon after he had received such a revelation from God, Jesus has to say to Peter, Get behind me, satan. If a believer can be tripped up like that and lead us away from the faith, how much more dangerous can a well-meaning unbelieving friend be? So Paul warned them about this and now he sends Timothy to comfort them in it.

The fact is congregation, whoever we are and wherever in the world we are and whatever time we live in, we will have to experience opposition, even outright persecution. For we live in a world at war against its Maker and we have taken our stand – against the evil one, against the prince of this world and he does not appreciate it.

Perhaps it is even along these lines that Paul saw that it was satan who hindered him from going to visit the Thessalonians himself (2:18). Paul understood that behind everything in this world is a spiritual battle. Whatever human beings or institutions may be against us, in the end, our battle is not against flesh and blood but against spiritual forces in high places. Through many trials we must enter kingdom, so Paul strengthened the souls of the disciples in Antioch Pisidia (Acts14:22). Even as Jesus told those disciples on the road to Emmaus that he had to suffer first and then enter his kingdom (Luke 24:26).

But even if it is not open persecution for our faith, some things can only be learned by suffering. So God brings it on us. How could we know the peace that passes understanding unless we are cast into great turmoil or difficulty at some time? And then we would not be able to praise God for his great preserving power, for we would never have known it! All this persecution, Paul says, is brewed up by satan. Don't be deceived into thinking you've made a wrong choice and God is against you. Don't be deceived by your friends who speak nice words to you – and maybe they are very genuine in all they say – but their eyes are darkened by the evil one.

Perhaps you too are going through difficulties that, before the face of God, cannot put down to the corrective discipline of the Lord – and that can be trials of all sorts – not just obvious opposition for the Gospel's sake, but disappointments, discouragements, unfulfilled ambitions, and so forth. But the devil can certainly take those up and make hay out of them, tempt you to cast doubt on your faith because of them. We need to remember, as we sing in our Psalter Hymnal (465);
Must I be carried to the skies on flowery beds of ease,
While others fought to win the prize and sailed through bloody seas?
Since I must fight if I would reign, increase my courage Lord;
I'll bear the toil, endure the pain, supported by thy Word.

So there is this need grow in our faith so that we will become strong and stand firm in our faith – and also 
3.	THAT OUR HEARTS MAY BE WHOLLY DEVOTED TO GOD
Look at the last verse. All this that He may establish your hearts unblamable in holiness before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all His saints.

What does it mean to be unblamable in holiness? Holiness means to be devoted to God. So to be unblamable in holiness means that there can be no question about that so far as you are concerned. But, you may remember that Jesus, who, of all people was wholly devoted to God, was charged with all sorts of things. He was accused of raising a rebellion against the Roman authorities. His enemies charged him with casting out demons by the power of Beelzebub rather than the power of God. Certainly the latter would mean he was not completely devoted to God but rather devoted to the service of satan! So if Jesus was not free from this charge, how may we be? Indeed, we may often be charged with all sorts of things. But the charges against Jesus were not true.

But Paul also says that he wanted to supply what was lacking in their faith, so that they may stand firm in their faith that he may establish their hearts unblamable in holiness. People may charge us with all sorts of things and they will be right at times. But Peter tells us their charges will often be because of their own evil hearts and their hatred of Christ and when Jesus comes again they will eat their words. In fact, they will praise God on account of our good deeds.
 
But whatever sin people may charge us with, and even though those charges be true at times, Paul wants our faith in Christ and God to be so robust and deep that, even though we fall into sin, yet in our hearts, we are still completely devoted to God, our hearts would be unblamable in holiness; and unblamable in holiness before our God and Father.

This is what the Psalms are talking about when, for example, David calls on God to deal with him according to his integrity, or when he claims to be blameless before God. We read those things sometimes and wonder how David could say them. David was a man like us. He fell into sin often, even gross and terrible sin. Yet his heart was devoted to God; his heart was holy in the sense of wanting to live for the Lord.

This is not to say that our actions, our deeds, the way we live is not important. It is very important. A tree is known by its fruit. But the fruit will never be good until the heart is right and even a good tree can produce some bad fruit at times. So Paul prays and works to strengthen their faith that they be holy, that their hearts would be completely devoted to God; that the aim of their lives is to do everything for the glory of God. And this in God's eyes, unblamable before our God and Father, Paul says. Congregation, we may be able to kid some of the people some of the time, but we can never kid God who searches our hearts.

Christianity is primarily a matter of the heart. So Proverbs says, Guard your heart for from it flow the issues of life. And the motivating power for this can only be love, love for the Lord which will show itself in love for others. So Paul not only works to fill the gaps in their faith, to strengthen their trust in God even when God seems far away. He also prays that God would cause them to increase and abound in love for one another and for all men (verse 12).

People of God, this is our task as elders and pastor. Ephesians 4 says that the work of pastors and teachers is to equip the saints for the work of service, to build up the body of Christ. If there are gaps in our work that we not aware of, tell us. But brothers, let us do it. 

It is also the first task of parents: Bring them up in the fear and admonition of the Lord, Scripture tells us. Are we doing that parents? It is also the first task of a husband. Paul speaks about this in those quaint words of Ephesians 5 where he speaks about Christ washing the Church by the water of the word. Then he tells husbands to do the same thing with their wives. Are we doing that brothers? Seeking also to lead our wives in devotions, in prayer and Bible reading?
On the other hand, we are all responsible individuals; as adults we stand before God as our own priests. And being holy, completely dedicated to God is what it means to be a priest. In the end, if we will not, each one of us, take up our own responsibility of being priests to God ourselves, then there is only so much the Church can do, be it ever so faithful. As the saying goes, you can lead a horse to water, but you can't make it drink.

So it is with all of us. So Peter says, desire the sincere milk of the Word that you may grow thereby. If you don't desire food, you have a severe health problem. You will starve. And if it goes on, you will die. Do we do that? This, brothers and sisters, is the root of everything in the Christian life and it is up to each one of us to take up the Word of God and read it, hide it in our hearts, meditate on it day and night, let it percolate through every avenue of our minds. Thus we shall grow; thus we shall stand; thus we shall be wholly dedicated to the Lord.
     Amen

