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BUILDING UP THE CHURCH IN PEACE
1 Thessalonians5:12-15 (text)
INTRODUCTION
Children, do you like it when Mum or Dad tell you off? Or young people, when they rebuke or admonish you? No, we seldom like those times. But our parents have charge over you in the Lord. The fifth commandment tells us to honour our parents. Paul puts it this way in Ephesians: Children, obey your parents in the Lord for this is right. Therefore, you are to honour them greatly because of that and also because of their work. If you don't do that, you and your parents can't live in peace with one another.

Parents – is it your greatest pleasure in life to get this unruly kid and admonish him? – and maybe more will be necessary – again! It is not so hard to encourage them when they are feeling a bit down and out – if you've got enough energy at the end of the day. But it is tiring having to pick up that one who just seems to want to be weak all the time, always has problems. 

Sometimes you just want to say, Oh pick yourself up child! And sometimes exactly that is needed. But there are also times to be patient with all – the weak and the unruly! And when one provokes another, we mustn't let the other get even. And hopefully they'll be nice kids to neighbours – especially if the neighbours are not Christians.

Is that all true? Of course it is;  our families are not all that different. I don't suppose kids would have difficulty agreeing with me – or young people. And parents will accept it too as between children and parents. Only, Paul is not talking about parents and children. He is talking about elders and the congregation in verses 12-13; and about all congregational members with one another in verses 14-15.

In the last paragraph of chapter four, Paul had talked about the coming of Christ and that all believers, whether they die before Jesus comes or whether they are still alive, will enjoy the presence of Christ equally. And he had closed the chapter by saying, Therefore, comfort one another with these words (verse 18).

He had gone on in the first paragraph of chapter five to tell us that the coming of Christ would not take us unawares because we believers are children of the day and therefore of light and of knowledge. We don't know when he is coming but we know that he is coming and so we are prepared. Therefore, he says, live as children of the day – children of the light of the knowledge of Christ and of God. And he concluded that paragraph by saying, Therefore encourage one another, and build up one another, just as you also are doing (verse 11).

So in the face of death Paul says, Comfort one another. Then in the face of life, he says, Comfort and build one another up. Now he is telling us how to build one another up in a peaceable way. In a way, that's the centre of this paragraph: Live in peace with one another.

And first of all, he says, Let those who have charge over you do their work. Then he says, Build each other up in a sensitive manner and with goodwill.

1.	RECEIVE THOSE WHO HAVE CHARGE OVER YOU
But we request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who diligently labour among you, and have charge over you in the Lord and give you instruction, and that you esteem them very highly in love because of their work. Live in peace with one another (verses 12-13).

Calvin says somewhere, There is the heart of a king in each one of us. None of us really like to be ruled by anybody else, whether in the Church or the state or the home. And it is true, especially as NT believers, we are ourselves, kings, and we are to rule ourselves under God.

Yet, because the Church is a society, there has to be structure and lines of authority. So even from his first missionary journey, Paul appointed elders in every church (Acts 14:23). And as we see from Acts 20, Hebrews 13, Peter, Timothy and Titus, and other places, they are to rule the Church on Christ's behalf, or, as Paul says here; they have charge over you in the Lord.

Paul says we are to appreciate them and esteem them highly in love because of their work. It is interesting how Paul puts it here – and he often puts it like this. Elders and deacons of the Church have a position of authority – obviously it is elders being spoken of here because no one else is ever given a charge over the Church. 

They are to be men who rule their own households well first of all  precisely because their calling is to rule the household of God. And in Scripture, you always learn in a lesser situation before going on to a position with greater or wider responsibilities.
So the offices of the Church are authority-bearing offices. The elders, in particular, hold the keys of the kingdom and it is their duty to use them. And if they are not prepared to use them, whether it be by opening the kingdom to those who believe or shutting it to those who don't and to unrepentant sinners by way of corrective discipline, they cannot accept the office.

That side of having charge over the congregation in the Lord is never pleasant, but it has to be done – just as it is never pleasant disciplining a child in the home. Young people, if you are not prepared to discipline any children the Lord may give you, if you only want to be buddies to them, do us a favour and don't have any. There are enough unruly brats in the world as it is. But it is worse than that. If you won't discipline them, you don't love them, Proverbs tells us.

Paul never emphasises the ruling function of the offices – that is probably unnecessary because of that heart of a king in each one us! And here he talks about those who have charge over us in the Lord as diligently labouring among us and that they are to be esteemed because of their work. In 1 Timothy 3, Paul says, If any man aspires to the office of overseer, it is a fine work he desires.

Brothers and sisters, do we appreciate these men who serve as elders among us? We are looking for new elders and deacons at the moment. The word labour Paul uses here is usually used to refer to manual labour, hard labour. And as a rule of thumb, before we can put a name to you, the congregation, to vote on, men have to be willing and able to give two nights per week, most weeks of the year, to the work, especially as an elder. That's quite an ask of men who have homes and families and an income to earn. And we have very few older men in this congregation who are retired and free of the responsibilities of younger children. 

It is a good work, Paul says, but it is work – often hard work and done sacrificially. Let us esteem them highly in love. Not because they’re great personalities or personal friends. It's got nothing to do with that; but because of their work. And it is a work they are willing to do to build us up in our faith. 

They give us instruction (verse 12). When the elders come to visit us, they don't come as their own men. They come as chosen by us, true, but ultimately appointed by the Lord. And they come only to bring the Word of the Lord as it applies to our life. The word Paul uses here is pretty strong. It does mean instruction, but instruction all the way up to reproof, or rebuke. It means even to confront someone with the Word of God.

The elders have to be very careful in this (and I'll say more about this later). It is not the elders' job to pry and be nosey. On the other hand, what the Bible speaks about, the Church must speak about and if it looks like there are things in your life that don't measure up to the Bible, the elders must speak to it. They might have the wrong impression or there might be good reasons why you are doing or not doing whatever it is they have some initial concern about. It is not their job to lord it over us in a bossy, interfering manner, but is their job to shepherd us in the ways of the Lord	 (1 Peter 5). And it goes a bit hard when something goes wrong, and people haven't really been open with the elders, to see the Church blamed first – as it often is.

There might possibly have been another reason Paul thought it necessary to say this to the Thessalonians. All the evidence we have is that the Church in Thessalonica was from the lower strata of society (Morris). The men Paul had appointed may have been completely unused to ruling anything other than their own homes. Perhaps they were not greatly used to rule and perhaps they were making some mistakes; perhaps they were being a bit tactless. Obviously, if there were problems, they were not serious as they were in Corinth.

Well congregation, we are far from perfect and we know it. The elders often feel inadequate for the task. I certainly do for mine. And we are not so smart as to think we don't at times need extra help. We will ask advice from a neighbouring session or call on a professional counsellor if we feel out of our depth. And we do have good contacts who have helped us at times. But it's a bit hard to do our job when we simply don't know what's going on.

And it's right here Paul says, Live at peace with one another. Let us not ever let it become session versus congregation. And we don't have that here in the North Shore. We have a lot to be thankful for; let’s keep it that way and also in respect to what Paul is talking about in our text.

Let us receive those who have charge over us in the Lord. Not just when they bring the Word of God by way of instruction, or admonition or even rebuke. But also when they ask help in some aspect of the work of the Church that we may be built up ourselves, the whole Church. For when the Church is built up, Christ, who died that we might live, is honoured. Let us work together in this even as the Lord has blessed us in this so much already.

2.	BUILD EACH OTHER UP IN YOUR FAITH
And we urge you, brethren, admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with all men. See that no one repays another with evil for evil, but always seek after that which is good for one another and for all men (verses 14-15).

Perhaps Paul was speaking primarily to the congregation in verses 12-13 and he is now especially speaking to elders in these verses. But none of the commentators thinks so. And even if he is, we are all our brother's keeper. In Matthew 18, corrective discipline begins with the ordinary congregational member. And Ephesians four teaches us explicitly that we are to build each other up in the Lord. So we will take these verses in this sense. Paul tells us all, 

i)	to admonish the unruly. Unruly is originally a military word. It referred to someone out of step on the parade ground, getting ahead or falling behind. So it came to refer to anyone who is out of line; someone not living according to the rule – and in this instance, according to the rule of Christ. It would certainly, in Thessalonica, include those who had given up work and were imposing on others.

As Christians we are Christ's disciples, followers. That means, first of all, that we will be interested in Christ's teaching so we can learn how to be a follower of Jesus' ways. So we are people under Jesus' discipline – that's what a disciple means. He who keeps my commandments, he it is who loves me, Jesus said. When we don’t live according to Jesus' commandments, the law of God we might as well say, we are not living as disciples, we are not living under his discipline, we are not living according to his rule. That is, we are unruly. And because we are all our brothers' keepers, without being busy-bodies, but as we have proper occasion, and with grace and love, Paul tells us to admonish one another. In Romans 15, Paul tells us quite explicitly that we are all able to do that.

And this is not just complaining; as sometimes one hears parents whining to their children, I wish you wouldn't do that darling. Eli complained like that to his sons, Hophni and Phinehas. But 1 Samuel 3:13 tells us that God judged him because he did not rebuke them – and the Greek translation of the OT uses this word. It is a rebuke that requires change.

But as well as this, we are, 
ii)	to encourage the fainthearted. Perhaps some in Thessalonica were feeling the heat of persecution and beginning to waver in their faith. Paul says, You who feel yourselves stronger, get alongside them and strengthen them.

Maybe there are times when we all feel a bit fainthearted. You have to do something difficult and you just feel like turning round and avoiding the whole business. Ezra felt like that when he went from Babylon back to Jerusalem and found the people had been marrying foreign women and he was going to have to sort out a great mess and face down some of the leaders of the people even and rebuke them to their face for their sin. But other men came up to him and said, Be strong Ezra; it will be tough, and it's your job, but we'll stand right there with you.

Perhaps you know someone in the congregation facing a difficult situation at work and they feel a bit sick thinking how to deal with it and they wish they could just run away from it. Go and see them and if, as far as you can assess, they are in the right, encourage them, pray with them and strengthen them. Or another has been through great trouble, or great struggle – and they feel despondent, maybe they just feel broken. Go and see them. You feel you don't know what to say. Just listen and pray with them – and pray, don’t preach!

Didn’t Jesus feel a bit faint-hearted in Gethsemane when he wanted the disciples to watch with him through that hour of prayer? How much more then do we all need it sometimes?

Then,
iii)	we are to help the weak. There are people who are weak in their faith. They should grow stronger but they never seem to very much. And it can be tiring holding them up all the time. But that's what Jesus does to us and we also must do to them. But it is true, there are some weaker than others and Isaiah said that Jesus would not snuff out the smouldering wick nor break the bruised reed. Shall we then, if he won't?

There are some Christians whom, it seems, others are almost going to have to carry into heaven. For the cross of bearing the name of Christ is too heavy on their own. If Jesus could accept the help of Simon of Cyrene with his cross, let us not think any of his disciples may not need the help of others as we too walk outside the camp (Hebrews 13), on the outer of human society, as Jesus did. Cling to them; don't let them go; hang on to them – that is what the word Paul uses here means.

And finally,
iv)	be patient with all. Just like the animal kingdom, like the plant world, we are all different. We have different characters. We must treat one another on the same principles. But that doesn’t mean we will deal with each other all in the same way. Just as a home must have one rule for all, yet because children are different, parents will not train every child the same way – one will need a hiding, another only a look.

#	so some of us will sin because we are unruly. They need to be admonished . And that will have to involve some straight talk at times.
#	others will sin – perhaps  by not doing something they ought rather than doing something they ought not – at times out of sheer faint-heartedness. We will have to encourage them – still even perhaps to bring them to repentance, but gently.
#	some will sin out of weakness, rather than out of defiance or plain unruliness. And them we will have to go and pick up and carry them again.

And in it all we may not, and we may not allow each other, to pay back evil for evil, but always seek after that which is good for one another and for all men.

This is a general rule but perhaps especially relevant to the Thessalonians because they were being persecuted. Paul says, Don’t try to get your own back. The word for persecute and seek after in Greek is the same. So Paul is saying, When you are persecuted, don’t persecute back; rather, pursue (persecute!) good.

It is the same with little tiffs or big insults or even injuries we sometimes give or suffer. If injustices can’t be dealt with through the courts of Law or, for some reason, through the courts of the Church, leave it alone. Vengeance is mine, says the Lord; I will repay.

In the meantime, return good for evil and heap coals of fire on the heads of those who have done you wrong, as Paul puts it in Romans. That is the way you will right the wrong, by winning them even as Peter tells wives of unsaved husbands to seek to win them to the Lord by living chaste and respectful lives.

CONCLUSION
There is more to living in peace with one another and building one another up in a peaceful way than this, but this is what Paul tells us in this text.

Calvin says, Those who have charge over us in the Lord we should support because if we don’t, we will not prosper as a congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ. The commandment to honour our parents has a promise attached to it – that it may go well with you. Our text today is also a command about our relation to authority. So Calvin continues, Even as shepherds are to truly feed the sheep, so are we all to support those who have this task, for God has often removed faithful rulers and shepherds from the world because people didn’t accept them as from him and their service.

As I said, that doesn’t mean those who have charge know it all. And after all, we are all adults. But this applies too between parents and children. Children will often make a good contribution, even correction to the way a home is run. But in the end, those who have the charge, in any setting, have the responsibility from God and we must cooperate with them.

But even better, let us all make the welfare of the Church and of one another our care and concern. Let us pray. Let us admonish as appropriate, let us encourage the faint-hearted, let us hang on to the weak. And let us all be patient with each other.

That is how we shall be built up in peace. That is how we shall pursue good. That is how we shall honour Christ and bring glory to God and how the good of his kingdom will be promoted among us. And surely we all want that. 	Amen
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