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The Word of the Lord from 1 Thessalonians 2:13: “And we also thank God constantly for this, 
that when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of 

men but as what it really is, the word of God, which is at work in you believers.”  This is the Word of the 
Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 

I. Paul and the Thessalonians 
Paul’s mission trip to the Thessalonians hadn’t gone as planned. You can read about it in Acts 16 

and 17, but here are the highlights. Before going to Thessalonica, Paul and Silas stopped for a while in 
Philippi; and one day, Paul cast the demon out of a slave-girl which had enabled her to tell fortunes. This 

enraged her owners, who had Paul and Silas arrested, beaten and imprisoned. The Lord set them free by 

means of an earthquake, leading to the instruction and baptism of the jailer and his family.  
 

Beaten up and bloodied, Paul and Silas continued through Amphipolis and Appollonia, then on to 
Thessalonica where Paul proclaimed Christ in the synagogue for three Sabbaths in a row. Many 

believed—Jews, Gentiles, including prominent citizens. Many others got angry: they formed a mob and 
attacked the house where Paul and Silas were staying. But since they couldn’t find the two of them, they 

dragged their host and several other Christians before the magistrates, accusing them of treason against 

Rome. They were released, but only after posting bond. 
 

The Christians in Thessalonica sent Paul and Silas to Berea, where many more believed. Paul’s 
enemies sent their mob from Thessalonica to Berea to stir up even more trouble; and while Silas stayed 

on, it seemed best that Paul ship out as far as Athens for a while.  

 
That’s the historical background to the text. That’s what Paul is talking about early on when he 

says, “But though we had already suffered and been shamefully treated at Philippi, as you know, we had 
boldness in our God to declare to you the gospel of God in the midst of such conflict.” “Conflict:” that’s 

kind of putting it mildly.  

 
Given all the trouble, the rest of what Paul says is rather startling. He says, “For our appeal does 

not spring from error or impurity or any attempt to deceive, but just as we have been approved by God 
to be entrusted with the Gospel, so we speak, not to please man, but to please God who tests our hearts. 

For we never came with words of flattery, as you know, nor with a pretext for greed—God is witness.” 
There’s a lot behind those words. At the time of Paul, like now, you’ve got a lot of other false teachers 

and fake apostles moving around, pitching this philosophy or that religion. They’ve tailored their 

teachings to the ears of the audience. It might be impure or downright erroneous. It might be blatant 
deception by the teacher, who knows it’s all hogwash. But what matters to a false teacher is that he 

pleases man, that he gains the approval of his audience. That way, the hearers are flattered, so they 
want to reward the teacher. That way, the message pays for dinner and more.  

 

Put yourself in Paul’s shoes. When he preaches and teaches, violence follows—violence against 
himself, his companions and hearers. Everything he can see with his eyes tells him that his message isn’t 

just controversial, but dangerous. One can only imagine the temptation to alter the teaching into 
something that won’t cause such offense to unbelievers—especially when Paul’s back is still raw from the 

beating in Philippi and the thugs with the rods are lining up in the back of the crowd again. So there’s the 
temptation to stop talking or change the sermon away from the Gospel. But he doesn’t. 



 

There’s also the temptation to self-pity. Paul’s an apostle after all—that’s a position of some 
importance in the Church, to say the least. Shouldn’t he be getting better treatment? Shouldn’t the foot 

soldiers be the ones going from town to town and risking lives while the generals stay behind and 
strategize? At the very least, doesn’t Paul have the right to make some more demands on the Christians 

he visits in the way of food or money or comfort? But he doesn’t do that either. When they were in 

Thessalonica, he and his colleagues worked night and day rather than be a burden.  
 

In fact, he compares himself and his colleagues to a nursing mother taking care of her own 
children. He also compares them to a father caring for his children. The parent-child relationship is like no 

other, yes? Good parents will do whatever, sacrifice whatever, in order to make sure that their children 
are taken care of. Even when the children can’t give anything in return, like a nursing infant who only 

takes, good parents still work hard in service to their children. That’s why they love their kids so much. 

And because they love their kids so much, they’re willing to work even harder. Service and love go hand 
in hand: hard work begets love, and love begets more hard work.  

 
It’s parental love and sacrifice that define how Paul and his companions dealt with the 

Thessalonians. While with them, they would do all that they could to serve them with the Word of God. 

That’s so significant: Paul didn’t come as a ruler who demands obedience and dictates orders. He didn’t 
come as a businessman seeking the best employees for the startup religious franchise in town. Whether 

the congregation was full of deadbeats or whiz-kids, Paul was going to do whatever possible to give them 
the Gospel. And along the way, as he worked hard to serve them, they became very dear to him. 

 
And at the same time, he calls the Thessalonians his brothers in our text. When he was with 

them, he didn’t demand obedience or assign chores as a father might. Even though he held the office of 

apostle, he was their brother in Christ. He was nothing more than they are in Christ, because they were 
all sons of God solely by the grace of God. Like them, Paul was only going to heaven because he was 

forgiven for all of his sins. 
 

So why did this work? What was the glue that bound them together? It was the Gospel, the news 

of forgiveness for the sake of Christ. Before they ever served each other, Jesus served them—by His life, 
by His suffering, by His death, by His resurrection and ascension. When Paul suffered violence for the 

Gospel, he didn’t do so in service to a god who wouldn’t get his own hands dirty; he suffered with the 
knowledge that Jesus had suffered far more—and for Paul’s sins! When he served and taught others, he 

didn’t do so in hopes of getting something back. He did so knowing how much he’d been given already, 

that Jesus had been born of Mary in order to serve sinful man, himself at the top of the list. Because of 
Christ’s gifts of grace and salvation, Paul didn’t see his labor as a chore, but as an honor. It was given to 

him to serve and love as Christ had served and loved him. And as the Thessalonians grew in the grace 
and knowledge of Christ, as they accepted the Gospel as the Word of God, that Word worked in them, 

too: and thus they grew in love and service to those around them.  
 

II. A Couple of Applications 

There are a couple of applications that are certainly pertinent for the Church today.  
 

The first is about the message. As Paul and the Thessalonians were no doubt tempted to 
abandon the Gospel for a message that brought less violence and better results, so Christians are 

tempted to switch the message too. Here’s one example: I recently read a magazine article with a couple 

of sentences that jumped out at me. It said, “So many Christians are captive to the myth of modernity 
which says that if we just do the right thing, say the right thing, anything can be fixed. But not 

everything can be fixed in this fallen world. What is needed are not fixes, but grace, which is a far 
different, deeper and more beautiful thing.”1 To put it another way: we—both pastors and laypeople—
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 Denis Haack, “The Lost Art of Listening.” Critique 8:2005, page 6. 



often want magic words more than gracious words. We want to speak and make things better right 

away. Visitors come and want magic words, too. Imagine a man who has committed some terrible sin 
that has broken apart his family. He comes to church. He goes to the pastor and confesses his sin. The 

pastor forgives him, assures him that heaven is restored because God no longer holds that sin against 
him for Jesus’ sake. So the man knows he is forgiven: but his family is still broken and he still feels that 

pain. Because the Gospel didn’t repair the family or take away the pain, the man leaves and doesn’t come 

back—he really wasn’t after forgiveness in the first place. The pastor feels frustrated because the man 
rejected the Word. Others feel discouraged because the visitor didn’t come back. The Gospel doesn’t 

seem to be producing results. 
 

Christians often want magic words that fix things right away, not words of absolution that 
promise eternal life. We want to speak words that make cancer go away, that turn time back and erase 

mistakes, that repair violated people and devastated relationships. When that is what we want, we’ll be 

dissatisfied with the Gospel and we’ll want a different message instead—one that’s more popular and 
seems more effective. That’s the same temptation that Paul faced. God grant us the strength so that, like 

Paul, we always speak to please God, not to please man—our sinful selves included. Why? Because the 
Lord is pleased for us to speak His Gospel of Christ and the forgiveness He has won—and that Word is a 

saving Word that will deliver us to eternal life, where sorrow and pain are things that have passed away.  

 
The other application is the congregation as family. There are all sorts of gurus and experts out 

there who have tried to redefine the structure of congregations to make them more efficient or attractive. 
For some, the answer is a business model where the pastor is the salesman and worshipers are 

consumers; but where the worshipers might buy into the product, they feel little love for their fellow 
shoppers. For others, the structure is based on demographics, where the congregation is divided up 

according to age groups—even for worship! In this model, it’s literally possible that one can live the first 

two decades of his life without ever worshiping in the same room as someone much older or younger. 
 

We do well to heed Paul’s allusion here that the congregation is the family of God in a certain 
place. It will often appear as disorganized as a family reunion at Thanksgiving time: we meet, hear the 

Word, sing together and receive the Supper together. We try to be on our best behavior. Yet some will 

accidentally fall asleep, babies will squall, and people will have a grumpy day. Family voters meetings will 
sometimes have disagreements. But it’s within that family that people are first nurtured by Christ and His 

service, with forgiveness and grace; and enlivened by that grace, it’s first within that family that the 
people of God care for one another, visit one another, pray for one another. As people are born into 

families and don’t work their way in, so you have been born again by baptism into the Church; and as 

those in families work to serve one another, so those who are born into the family of God work to serve 
one another. The more you serve, the more you love; and the more you love, the more you serve. Paul’s 

affectionate desire for the Thessalonians did nothing to save anybody, but it was still a gift from God that 
benefited his labors. God grant that we love and serve those around us enough that we, too, are united 

by affection for one another. That service and love, as His forgiven people, is to walk in a manner worthy 
of God. 

 

All the more, God grant that we always remember that the family of God doesn’t start with us, 
but with Christ. You are among the children of God because the Son of God took on human flesh to be 

your Savior. His life, death, resurrection and ascension were all in service to you. Even now, He continues 
to serve you with His Word and Sacraments, for His love for you does not end—so that you might be 

holy, righteous and blameless before God forever. We do not deserve membership in this family, but only 

judgment for our sin. Yet here we are: bought by the blood of Christ, called out of darkness into His light. 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, you are the family of God in this place: because you are forgiven for 

all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


