Sermon: “Encouraging One Another”

Scripture: 1 Thessalonians 5:12-28 [written by Paul, on behalf of himself, Silas and Timothy] 

We appeal to you, brothers and sisters, to respect those who labor among you, and have charge of you in the Lord and admonish you; esteem them very highly in love because of their work. Be at peace among yourselves. And we urge you, beloved, to admonish the idlers, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with all of them. See that none of you repays evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one another and to all.  Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.  Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise the words of prophets, but test everything; hold fast to what is good; abstain from every form of evil. May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this. Beloved, pray for us. Greet all the brothers and sisters with a holy kiss. I solemnly command you by the Lord that this letter be read to all of them.  The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you.

Introduction: 
The book of I Thessalonians is believed to be the oldest book in the NT, written only 20 years after Christ’s death, by Paul on behalf of himself, Silas and Timothy. It was Paul who had started that church in Thessalonica –not long after Christ’s death--but due to intense opposition by the Jewish community in that city, Paul was forced to leave his church. So, unable to be present in the body, he wrote letters instead, instructing his brothers and sisters in Christ as to how they should relate with one another. He makes it very clear that this letter should be read to everyone of them—which meant that the letter was most likely read as part of the worship service—much like Carol did for us a couple of minutes ago. This letter, like all those that were written to the early church, gives us and inside look at what was going on within the church. Since the churches themselves left no written records this is all we have to go on. But as we learn from the various letters that are included in our NT, each of the churches had its own challenges, needs --and strengths. As we read the various letters, it doesn’t take us long to realize that their problems and needs are much like those of churches in our day. Let’s take a closer look…        

At the beginning of this letter,


(back in chapter one,) 

we find Paul’s opening words

to these sisters and brothers

at Thessalonica, saying:


Your faith is growing abundantly,


and the love of everyone of you for one another 


is increasing,

We see right away

that Paul is truly 

a gifted man!

He seems to understand people

and have a special way 

of relating with them.

Apparently, 

Paul knew the secret

--that encouragement

is far more effective than criticism.

And this is why he begins his letter

building the people of this church up

--complimenting them 

on all the good things 

he has been hearing about them.

But he doesn’t stop there!

He goes on to tell them 

that he, himself, 

has been boasting about them 

to the other churches!

… for their steadfastness and faith during all their persecutions and the affliction 

they continue to endure.

Your faith is growing abundantly, he tells them,


and the love of everyone of you for one another 


is increasing,

…Words that every church would love to hear!

…for no matter where a church is located

or when it was founded,

every congregation has had its share of persecutions 

and afflictions and needs encouragement.

The church at Thessalonica was no exception.

Iin fact, we learn from this letter

that this church 

was facing many difficulties. 

And we don’t have to look very far or read a lot of church history

          to learn what those difficulties were.

Persecution,

 as defined in Bible dictionaries,

is nothing less than terrorism


--something we can definitely identify 

in our current day. 

The extended definition goes on to say:

Persecution is aggressive and injurious behavior carried out in a hostile, antagonistic spirit, normally by a group. The Biblical definition adds (according to Paul), that persecutors were characterized by their fiery zeal, a zeal that is not based on knowledge but rather by antagonism toward God and his people.

It is thus no surprise that the image of persecution is so pervasive throughout the Bible

--for it falls upon God’s people by virtue of their relationship …to him.

Those who respond to God in faith, then,

can count on being persecuted.

In Bible days,

          persecution came in many forms: 

                  beatings, stoning, 

mocking, insults, 

slander, ostracism, 

intimidation and threats


--just to name a few.

Described graphically,

          persecution is said to have included 

acts of 

spitting, 

plucking hairs from a man’s beard—one at a time,



and stripping the clothes off a person

--leaving him or her naked



for all the world to see. 

Perhaps this sounds familiar?

Surely, we immediately envision Christ himself when we hear these words.


for Jesus Christ underwent every one of these abuses,



what he experienced was

aggressive and injurious behavior 

carried out in a hostile, antagonistic spirit:

--even to the point of death.

Many early Christians faced these abuses , as well

--on a daily basis.

Some even considered it an honor to pick up their cross and follow him 

--and these became martyrs




--voluntarily giving their lives






for the love of Christ. 

History tells us that:

In the years that followed Jesus’ crucifixion

almost every one of the apostles 



were persecuted to the point of death.

The first  martyr (after Jesus) was Stephen. His death is said to have been a direct result of his preaching and the faithful manner in which he exclaimed the glory of the Lord, even unto those betrayers and murders of Christ. Stephen was stoned to death in the street at Passover the Spring following Jesus' Crucifixion. The outrage he caused was so great that there was great persecution of the Church through the regions of Judea and Samaria, particularly in Jerusalem. It is said that over 2,000 Christians suffered persecution and death as a direct result of Stephen.

The next martyr was James, the son of Zebedee, elder brother of John.  James' martyrdom was about 10 years after the death of Stephen. This occurred under the hand of the infamous Herod Agrippa who was determined not only to persecute the Christians but indeed annihilate them. James was undaunted when confronted with his impending death; when he was brought to the place of martyrdom, he continued to preach and exhort those around. His main accuser was so moved by the Apostle's conviction, this man repented and fell down at James' feet! Then, both men were beheaded at the same time!

Peter, the one whom Jesus declared to build his Church upon, was condemned to death at Rome by Nero. Upon seeing a vision of Jesus Christ, Peter perceived that he was to be crucified for the Lord, and returned to the city, where he asked that he be crucified with his head down and his feet upward, he being unworthy to be crucified in the same form and manner as the Lord.

The reports go on and on.

But it was not only the apostles who were persecuted.

Over the next two centuries following Christ’s crucifixion,

thousands of disciples were forced to deny Christ--or else be killed.

One of the earliest written accounts found outside of the Bible 

comes from two enemies of Christ:

Pliny the Younger, Roman governor of Bithynia in Asia Minor. 

and the Roman Emperor, Trajan. 

Both persecuted the early Christians 

--for refusing to worship the false gods of Rome.

We get an inside view of the situation from a letter written in the year 112 A.D., 

by Pliny to the Emperor:

It has always been my custom to ask my lord [meaning the emperor] for instructions on all unclear issues. For no one can give me better advice and guidance on matters where I have had no previous experience…I would like to know what crimes they should be punished for, should I investigate them, and to what extreme. It is also unclear to me as to whether or not I should treat the young and the old alike, or should I discriminate on the basis of age. Should I grant pardons to those who have recanted. Or should I punish him even though he has ceased to be a Christian, because of his past association with this name, or are only specific offenses to be punished. Currently, in cases brought before me of those who have been accused of being Christians, I have observed the following procedures: 

First, I interrogated them to find out whether or not they were

Christians; those who confessed, I threatened to punish, as they endured a second and a third interrogation, after which; those who would not

recant, I ordered executed. 

For there is no doubt in my mind, that regardless of the nature of their gospel, stubbornness and firm defiance surely deserve punishment. Because of the investigations, accusations began to spread and many ordeals took place. On one such occasion, an anonymous record was put on public display which contained the names of many people. Of them, those who denied that they were Christians or had been one previously, when they offered up praise to our gods in the words I dictated, and with prayers brought incense and wine before a statue of your image, which I had ordered setup for this reason with the statues of the gods, and they also cursed Christ-none of these things, it is said, those who are true Christians can be forced to do--these I allowed to go free. Others on the informant’s list admitted that they were Christians, but then denied it, saying that three years ago they stopped being one, others said they stopped many years earlier, some as long as twenty-five years ago. They all bowed down to your image and the statues of our gods, and cursed Christ. They all believed that the only thing that they had done wrong in the past was to meet on a weekly appointed day before sunrise and to sing hymns to Christ as to a god, and pledged not to commit crimes, but rather to refrain from committing fraud, theft, adultery, false reports, and to keep their word when called upon to do so. Afterwards, it was their tradition to depart and to gather later on in order to eat food—but ordinary and innocent food. 

Even these actions, they said, they no longer carried on after my edict…I therefore decided to halt the investigations and to await your instructions. Because of the great number of people involved, I thought it best to seek your advice. ..this superstition has spread like pestilence into our cities, villages and farms. But it does seem possible to me that it can be stopped and even cured. 

The emperor’s reply to Pliny was basically this:

“My dear Pliny, You have followed the proper guidelines in examining the cases of those who had been accused to you as Christians.” 

Now, you may be wondering why I have taken so much time describing persecution.

Well, the reason I have done so is because I believe



that one cannot truly appreciate our religious freedom




without knowing the hardships our Christian ancestors 

endured 

--so that Christianity could both survive 

and thrive.

Knowing these things give us a deeper understanding of what it means to be a Christian. 

And, it helps us understand why it was that the apostle Paul

instructed those Christians at Thessalonica, saying:

“See that none of you repays evil with evil,

but always do good to one another and to all


..encourage the fainthearted,

   

help the weak




be patient with everyone.”

….valuable words of instruction


--not only for the Christians of old


--but for us as well.

For history shows

that this is the only way 

the Christian Church 

can to survive 

times of hardship and persecution


--and times of peace.

The persecution we experience as Christians today, 

here in the USA, 




is at this point in time, mild.

It does not include beatings, stoning, and crucifixion.

Still–who knows what the future holds?

The day could someday arrive

when mocking, 

insults, 

slander, 

ostracism, 

intimidation 

and threats


are directed at us



--or the next generation.

If this day does arrive, 

it is my prayer 

that Christians everywhere 

will join together 

to keep the spirit of Christ alive in the world.

Meanwhile, 

there is a way we can be united in this great effort



and that is by encouraging one another





--building one another up






--and by being attuned to the struggles 

and the needs of hurting people among 

and around us.

The story is told of one such person and a certain other individual who reached out to her in love.

[read story “Rudy’s Angel”, please listen to audio sermon to hear]

Truly, encouragement is a gift and  it is a skill--one that can be developed 

with even a little bit of effort on our part. 

[give suggestions from book Getting Good at Being You]

The challenge God is placing before us this very moment, through the study of His Holy Word,

is this: 

to become persons who make it their life mission in life to go out of our way to reach out and give that holy embrace, that holy kiss.

The God of peace has promised to sanctify us, making our spirit and soul and body 

sound and blameless as we wait for the coming 

of our Lord Jesus Christ.

The one who calls us is faithful to do this. 

Praise be to God in all times in all places!

Amen.

