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Sermon Series: Hope in uncertain times 
1st Letter to the Thessalonians 

#1 When faith becomes known – 1 Thess. 1:1-10 

If you could eavesdrop on a conversation between your neighbours while they 

are talking about the local church, what would you hope to hear them say 

about it? Nice facilities? Friendly people? Community-oriented? Loving? 

It just so happens that many people across the north and south of Greece in 

the 1st Century AD were gossiping about a new Christian church in city of 

Thessalonica. What they were talking about got back to the Apostle Paul, and 

he noted the public reputation of that church in a letter to them. 

In the First Letter of Paul to the Thessalonians, chapter 1, Paul wrote: 

“…you have become an example to all the believers in Greece—

throughout both Macedonia and Achaia.” (v.7) 

What kind of good example did the Thessalonian church set for others to 

aspire to? What good things were people gossiping about them? Let’s take a 

look together. 

In the very first verse in chapter 1, Paul addresses them as:  

"… the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ."    

1. A Community that lives in God (vs. 1) 

Paul describes the Thessalonian church as a community that “lives in God.” 

 

Paul defines this church first and foremost by their relationship with God – 

they live, he asserts, in relationship with their Heavenly Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ.1 Living “in” God seems an odd phrase. But note that they’re 

not marked as people who merely know about God, but as those “in” God – 

having an evident spiritual relationship with God as seen and known in 

Jesus of Nazareth.   

 
1 A theology of the Holy Spirit is not unpacked here but is implicit here and explained elsewhere in the 
teachings of Jesus and Paul. The Spirit residing in and with Christians enables such a communion. 
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Paul’s opening words would have greatly encouraged the church. 

Thessalonica was far flung from Jerusalem. It was a city devoted to emperor 

worship and all the gods of Rome and Greece. More than this, we know 

from Paul’s own experiences there recorded in The Book of Acts how 

hostile the environment could be towards followers of Jesus.2 To learn that 

Paul considered them as a congregation obviously in close communion with 

God must have buoyed their worn-out souls.  

REFLECT  

• It’s good for us to note today how encouragement and affirmation 

is a good thing. The encouragement you give to other Christians to urge 

them to keep following Jesus and looking to God for help is one of the 

ways we can foster real “hope in uncertain times”.  

• It’s also worth reflecting on the fact that though we don’t know 

persecution for our faith as they did back then, we can pause to ask 

where we find our ultimate security as a congregation? Is it from 

financial stability? From having good facilities and good programs or a 

good leader? Is it from feeling accepted by society? Paul affirmed the 

Thessalonian Christians for being grounded in God’s love for us in 

Christ.   

 

2. Faith, Hope and Love (vss. 2-3) 

The second reference to the reputation of the Thessalonian church is found 

in verse 3. Paul says in his prayers he is… 

 

"…constantly remembering before our God and Father your work of 

faith and labour of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus 

Christ."  

 

Word was on the street that these Christians were not sitting idly3 in a 

religious bubble. They were people of notable action. Faith, hope, and love 

 
2 religious officials caused a riot and had Paul ejected from the city and pursued them (Acts 17:1-15) 
3 A problem among some of them that Paul will address in his correspondence later 
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are not passive character traits here.4 Instead, they each imply active 

expressions of a person’s belief in Jesus.   

• “Faith” is not mere abstract intellectual assent to doctrines or beliefs. 

Instead, it is the trust in God that leads people to good works like 

Jesus called us to in the world. True faith leads to godly actions.5 

o For example, in Second Corinthians, Paul commends the 

Thessalonian church for its generosity to the poor even out of 

their own poverty.   

• Their “labour of love” is not love as a feeling, or mere sentimentality. 

Instead, as Jesus demonstrated, it’s what makes people act 

sacrificially for someone else’s benefit and gain – even at the risk of 

their very lives.  

o Well before the pandemic hit, I have known many Christians 

see the connection between their following of Jesus and their 

daily sacrificial service to others, even at great risk or cost to 

themselves – not just missionaries and ministers, but the likes 

of health workers in Psych wards, trauma centres, services to 

the homeless, and more. Shaping one’s daily service to others 

according to the example and attitude of Jesus with the help of 

God’s Spirit is a critical sign that God is with you.6   

• “Steadfastness of hope” refers to the perseverance of sticking with 

the values of Jesus and believing the promises of God for the future, 

even life is made tougher in the present [and Paul says that was true 

for the Thessalonians in vs. 6]. This kind of perseverance is connected 

to that “sure and certain hope” of eternal life7, even when others 

disregard our choices or think us foolish. 

REFLECT  

• What actions in your local church might be expressions of faith, 

love and hope as described above?  

 

 
4 They are not like different temperaments in people you know: some people are calm, some always intense, 
others always dour or melancholy. 
5 See Hebrews ch. 11, James 2:17 
6 Phil. 2:3-8; Col. 3:23; 1 John 4 
7 Hebrews 6:19-20 
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3. Chosen and loved by God (vss. 4-10) 

So, not only was the Thessalonian church communing with God, and 

marked by faith, hope, and love, it was also talked about as truly chosen 

and loved by God (see vss 4-10). 

 

Paul wrote in verse 5: 

"… our message of the gospel came to you not in word only, but also in 

power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction."  

 

How can anyone know whether God loves them? How can you be sure 

whether you are among God’s “chosen” ones? Paul points to outward 

objective evidence of God’s blessings at work among the Thessalonians as 

an affirmation of this truth.8 

 

When first formed, this new church displayed objective, powerful evidence 

of God in their midst. For example: 

• there was a noticeable change in lifestyle – Paul says in vs. 9 “[the 

Thessalonian Christians] turned from idols to serve the living and 

true God.”9  

• He also notes the spreading of the Gospel10 of Jesus. In verse 8 we 

read “… the word of the Lord is ringing out from you to people 

everywhere, even beyond Macedonia and Achaia11, for wherever we 

go we find people telling us about your faith in God.” 

• Paul notes how welcoming they were to him and his team. Paul 

settled in to live with the Thessalonians for a while. We may think 

this normal, but to welcome “strangers” or foreigners from far away 

with a strange new message was a sign of the Spirit at work that 

surprised the watching world. He says in vs. 9, “…[people] keep 

talking about the wonderful welcome you gave us…” 

• They showed evidence of hope beyond their current difficult 

circumstances. In verse 10 Paul says, “[people] speak of how you are 

 
8 Not as a prescriptive list of what others must experience to be deemed “blessed” 
9 Emperor worship, for example, impacted every aspect of daily living and to “turn from” it made one stand 
out in the crowd 
10 “Gospel” means good news 
11 The northern and southern regions of Greece in those days 
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looking forward to the coming of God’s Son from heaven—Jesus, 

whom God raised from the dead.” 

• And Paul mentions that the power of God was with them. That’s a 

significant word relating to signs of God breaking in. No doubt Paul 

heard of healing, peace, mercy, works of justice, spiritual gifts that 

strengthened faith, and much more. 

All these objective signs make it obvious, Paul says, that you are truly loved by 

God and given new purpose as a people [a bit like the “chosen” ones of the 

Bible in times past.]12  

Paul says in vs. 8, “Wherever we go people tell us about your faith in God.” 

When faith becomes known in this way, many others will be curious about the 

Gospel of Jesus. 

REFLECT  

• Can you recall a time when you’ve witnessed a person’s curiosity 

about the Gospel of Jesus? What was it that drew them to their interest 

– The bible? A crisis? The church’s witness? Other? 

 

4. Responding to the Thessalonian example today 

Can you imagine if people in your neighbourhood talked about the local church 

with good reports? Can you imagine people being moved to consider Jesus 

because of how your church exercises faith, love and hope? 

The biggest challenge may lie with the younger generation, most of whom 

have little or nothing to do with church. How can we connect them with the 

Gospel of Jesus?  

A recent report by the Barna Group in the USA called The Connected 

Generation Study contains data from surveys among 18–35-year-olds in North 

America. They were asked what their key global concerns were today. The 

chart below gives some of the results. 

 

 
12 The Apostle Peter was more definite in 1 Peter 2:9 speaking of the Church everywhere as “a chosen people” 
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For both those who declared “no faith” and those who identified as 

“Christians”, the 5 top global concerns were similar - Climate change, 

corruption, pollution, extreme poverty, and racism.  

• Interestingly, 70% of the young people with “no faith” said that the 

church had little to say about these global concerns. This should be no 

surprise given the Church’s public image in the mass media at this time. 

• But, 70% of the young “Christians” surveyed testified to how their own 

local church helped them to understand and to respond in faith to these 

global concerns.  

If only we could connect more young people meaningfully with faithful local 

churches! To do so, we need to consider how important a good reputation is 

for a local church – not to contrive or fake it. Instead, like the Thessalonian 

example, true expressions of faith, hope and love in action alongside the 

sharing of the Gospel of Jesus can draw many to consider Jesus. For younger 

generations, such faith in action must relate to the global concerns they hold 

up as important. It is, perhaps, the key to seeing young people consider Jesus 

today.  AMEN. 
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Steve Webster St Michaels North Carlton January 2022 

 

                                    
Paul addresses them as being both in Thessalonica 

and in God  vs. 1 . It has been said that every 

church has two homes, two environments, two 

habitats.  ow does this perspec ve encourage and 

challenge us as a church?

"v.  is a brief de ni on of true Chris anity." What s 
right and what s wrong with this statement?  oes 

our congrega on re ect the  uote?

 ow did Paul and his team know that God loved 

and had chosen the Thessalonians?  ow does your 

church demonstrate this a rma on of Scripture? 

What was the result of sharing the gospel word 

and deed  vv.   10 ? What s your experience of 

evangelising others?

We no longer live in the village culture of the  rst 

Century, so how might a good reputa on of a 

local church impact today s world?

What do 18  5 s in your  village  think about the 

Church? About God?  ow could we engage with 

them with the Gospel today?


