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The Gospel & Salvation 75 & $Z# B
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Over the coming weeks we are working our way through the Apostle Paul’s letters to the
Thessalonians. The story behind these letters is recorded in Acts 17:1-9.
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Around 20 years after the crucifixion of Jesus, Paul took the message of Christianity to
Thessalonica, a city of about 200,000 residents. Thessalonica was situated in Macedonia
(modern day Greece) at the head of the Aegean Sea. As part of the Roman Empire in the first
century it played an important part with trading routes for the empire.
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Acts 17 says: Paul and his companions...came to Thessalonica...went into the synagogue,
and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and
proving that the Messiah had to suffer and rise from the dead. “This Jesus I am
proclaiming to you is the Messiah,” he said. Some of the Jews were persuaded and joined
Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and quite a few prominent
women.
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In just three weeks the church in Thessalonica started with new Christians. This upset a bunch
of people, who recruited others, and a riot started. Paul and his team had to leave
Thessalonica under the cover of darkness for fear of their lives.
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Paul was desperate for news about the fledgling church. He was concerned for their welfare
and progress in the faith. He sends his co-worker Timothy back to find out how things are
going. Tim comes back with an encouraging report.
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Paul writes these letters to these new Christians to strengthen them as they face pressure and
persecution from their society, and to encourage them to keep pressing on to grow and
develop as Christians. Always looking forward to the return of Jesus.
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Today’s passage is Paul giving them a recap of what is a Christian and how and why they
became Christians. These are important questions because some here are in the process of
working those things out. These questions even matter for the irreligious person who right
now doesn’t care.
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If that 1s you, I’d encourage you to stay tuned because virtually every person who rejects
Christianity does so on the presumption, they know what it is all about. No matter who we are,
these questions matter.
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Our three questions from these verses are: 1. What is a Christian? 2. How do we know we are
a Christian? 3. What does it mean to be a Christian?
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There is approximately 2.66 billion people in the world who identify as Christian. With about
one-third of the world’s population identifying as Christian it is the largest and fastest
growing religion. So, what is a Christian?
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In simple terms, the word Christian is a combination of two ancient words that mean follower
of the Christ. It was a term first used as a nickname for this new group of people who
embraced the message about Jesus Christ.
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Paul doesn’t use the term Christian here. Instead, he tells us who a Christian really 1s from
God’s perspective. It’s there in v1, and it is life defining: 7o the church of the Thessalonians
in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace and peace to you.
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These Christians are in Thessalonica. They are in that city and culture and society. More
crucially, they are in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. These new Christians are
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united to God by the Spirit in Jesus Christ. A Christian is in God. Connected to him. Under
his protection. Close to his heart. Under his gaze. With him. His.

B R AR R, FRAREIRT . L Feib . RE R, AR AT AR
FAHHA R, SR AFRARKEE2, FFEFRNBL, AHRANZE,
AR, ARG RFEZ T FLANS, ARGERAIT. BE A, SR,

This is the case because of GOD’S GRACE. They are under his special favour. God’s grace is
his special saving favour. The Christian is a recipient of grace. As recipients of grace, the
Christian 1s at peace. Peace is not the mere cessation of hostility with God but a total
wellbeing.
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A Christian is a person united with God, and at peace with him, because of God’s grace
towards them. It is all of God. Paul unpacks this further by explaining how a person becomes
a Christian. Notice v4: For we know, brothers and sisters loved by God, that he has chosen
you.
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The language of God choosing is right throughout the Old Testament. In the New Testament
the language is applied to those who put their trust in the Lord Jesus Christ.
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Trillions of years ago, before there was an earth or a solar system, before there was this
expanse of space that is 13.8 billion light-years across, before there was time, when only God
existed — God set his love on you.
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Salvation does not begin with a person choosing to be better or more spiritual or more
deserving, it begins with God setting his love on us. The love of God has pursued us before
we were born.
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God’s love is a love that is not conditional on who we are or what we have done in any way.
God doesn’t wait for us to be loveable before he sets his love on us.
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How do we know? The gospel. Back to vv4-5: For we know, brothers and sisters loved by
God, that he has chosen you, because our gospel came to you. We become a Christian
through the gospel.
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Paul uses a synonym for the word gospel that helps us understand what it is. It’s the word
MESSAGE in verses 6 & 8. The gospel 1s a message. The gospel has content and so cannot
be communicated wordlessly.
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The word gospel had a specific meaning in first century Roman Empire. It’s not a Christian
word. In the Roman Empire, a gospel was news, an announcement of an objective, life
altering, history changing event. An event that required a response of some kind from
everyone under its jurisdiction.
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The Christian gospel announces something that God has done. The summary of it is there in
the last words of the chapter, Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.
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God, out of his choosing love, has given his only Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, to be the
substitute for sinners as our rescuer.
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Jesus lived the perfect life we all should have lived as God requires but also died the death we

should die for rejecting God and living our own way. Jesus, the Son of God who came from

heaven into his creation, to turn God’s wrath away from his rebellious creates by allowing it

to fall on him.
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Jesus lived, suffered, died and rose so that, while we were still in our sin and rebellion, we
might be forgiven, that the rule of sin might be broken in our lives, and that we might receive
the gift of God’s Spirit and be brought back into relationship with God, and live forever with
him.
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We don’t become a Christian by joining a church or being baptised or being moral. We
become a Christian through knowing and receiving that gospel.
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This leads to the second thing these verses teach us; how do we know we are a Christian?
Verses 4-5 again: our gospel came to you not simply with words but also with power, with
the Holy Spirit and deep conviction.
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We know we are a Christian when the gospel message moves from being words to being a
power.
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Irreligious people don’t believe the affirmations of the gospel. Religious people agree with
the affirmations of the gospel. But a Christian is someone who agrees with the affirmations of
the gospel, and it has become a power to them and in them.
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Paul doesn’t say the gospel brings power or leads to power but that it IS power.
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When we start the journey of investigating the Christian faith, we think we are putting it
under the microscope. It starts as an intellectual exercise where we are questioning and
probing its truth and reasonable.
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At some point in that process, we begin to realise we aren’t investigating, we are being
investigated. Notice Paul says the gospel CAME...it BRINGS. The gospel is more than mere
words; it has its own force and light and life.
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A Christian is someone who finds that the affirmations and assertions of the gospel grabs you
and starts to deal with you. The reason is that God has already come to us...chosen us, set his
love on us. The gospel isn’t something we take up; it is something that takes us up.
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This whole process of becoming a Christian begins with being disturbed. An unsettling. It can
come as an illness, a failure, a rejection, and a million other ways. The big questions of life
start to become prominent.
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As we look to the gospel message in those times, we start to get a sense of glory. Glory is a
word that means weight. 2 Corinthians 4 says the gospel displays the glory of Christ. The
word GLORY means weight. It means the value or magnificence or worthiness of Jesus
Christ.
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Even if for all of our life we have known who Jesus Christ claims to be, bit by bit we start to
feel the weight of those claims.
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The gospel comes in power when we move from questions like ‘what am I to do with Jesus?’
to ‘what i1s Jesus going to do with me?’ It’s a move from a cost/benefit analysis to a
surrendering. A shift from adding Jesus to my life and plans to an enfolding of my entire life
into him and his plan.

AR [ R TRLIN? | A PG [ IRA G 4o TR IZH AR | 15,
MMEWR IR R, BR AR K/AENPTB T LR, B —FERH
TR 40N A B 2 st B B A A 2 G B AR 8 3T B 80 95

When the gospel becomes a power we sense the glory of Jesus Christ, how far short we are of
what he requires of us, and his call to repent and put our trust in him. We know we are
becoming a Christian when the gospel unsettles us. When it starts to expose a life lived for
idols rather than a loving God.
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Notice vv9-10: you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait
for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead —
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A common view about becoming a Christian is either I can live life my way and be free and
happy, or I can lose freedom by turning the control of my life over to Jesus and be miserable,
but at least there is the consolation prize at the end.
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When the gospel comes into our life as a power, we start to see this is only half-true. Verse 10
says: you turned to God from idols...
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Paul doesn’t say the Thessalonians turned from a carefree existence to God. He says they
turned from 1idols. They weren’t free at all; they were serving idols. Some would have had
their statutes and shrines, but not all. This church began out of the Jewish Synagogue. Jews
didn’t do statues or shrines.
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So, what does he mean they turned from idols? Thessalonica was ruled by governors who
were accountable to the Roman Empire. It was a city that had wonderful privileges because it
was a free city, and these governors were to make sure the city didn’t lose its privileges.
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As part of their role, these governors led the people in certain aspects of religious worship.
Thessalonica was about 80kms from Mt. Olympus, the home of the Greek gods, but it also
catered to Roman, Egyptian, and numerous other religions.
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But the most important religious ceremony of the city concerned the worship of the Roman
emperor. As long as Thessalonica worshipped Caesar, they would have very little trouble with
the Roman Empire.
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This is why there was a riot in Thessalonica in Acts 17. Their main issue was: They are all
defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus.” When they
heard this, the crowd and the city officials were thrown into turmoil.
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When Paul says they turned to God from idols, he is reminding them they turned from one
allegiance to another. They had turned from one salvation to another. They turned from one
hope to another. They had turned from one master to another.
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The Bible sees the human heart, the controlling centre of our lives, as an idol factory.
Humanity was created to enjoy relationship with God, when we turn our back on him, there is
a God shaped hole at the centre of our lives. We fill that void with anything and everything.
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We humans take a good gifts from God, like a career, love, material possessions, family, and
turn them into ultimate things. We look to these things to give us significance, fulfilment,
meaning, security, hope, love, approval.
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Anything can be an idol, and everything has been an idol. Everyone is giving themselves to
something in the hope it will fill the deepest loving of the heart that only the true God can fill.
Whatever the idol is it will never give us what we need. It is like we are trying to fill the
Grand Canyon with a water pistol.
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The Bible uses the term idol to describe the various things we pursue for self-salvation. When
the gospel becomes a power in a person, they realise the choice isn’t between being free and
becoming a Christian. It is a choice between the oppression and striving of self-salvation and
self-validation, or the salvation that Jesus Christ offers for free.
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The gospel of Jesus Christ is the only salvation that won’t oppress us because Jesus took the
wrath of God by being oppressed for us. Jesus is the only master who has set his love on us.
The only one who has pursued us. Gave himself for us. Was sacrificed for us. Every idol
requires us to pursue it, give ourselves to it, and sacrifice everything for it.
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Here are three heart-searching questions: 1. What do I think about when I’'m not thinking
about anything else? 2. How do I spend my time, my resources, my energy? 3. What
disappoints me? What absolutely crushes me with disappointment? What, if I lost it or failed
at 1it, would make me feel crushed or ashamed or worthless?
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When the gospel comes to a person not simply with words but also with power, the Holy
Spirit does the work of bringing deep conviction about the truth of the gospel message, and
the truth about the sin in our hearts.
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This brings us to the final point; what it means to be a Christian. Verse 9 again: you turned to
God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven.
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To become a Christian involves a decisive turning away from false idols, gods, and saviours
towards the living God and serving him. It means continuing to do so.
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A genuine Christian increasingly sees that all-of-life is repentance. All-of-life is turning away
from things in this world that continue to beckon us to put our trust in them.
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A genuine Christian increasingly sees that all-of-life is serving the living God by obey what
he commands.
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A genuine Christian increasingly sees that all-of-life is waiting in faith for the promise of God
to be fulfilled with the return of Jesus, the end of history, and the joy of his glorious presence
for ever.
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A genuine Christian increasingly sees that all-of-life is taking their next step to turn, serve and
wait. One of the reasons so many Christians don’t experience the freedom, love, delight, and
courage they ought to experience in the gospel is because they don’t understand that faithfully
waiting involves taking consistent steps of turning and serving now.
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Too many are so no progress in gospel joy and hope because they haven’t enfolded their life
into Jesus but are instead restlessly trying to hang onto the idols they don’t want to relinquish
and Jesus at the same time.
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The 18th Century English poet Williams Cowper wrote a hymn that calls the Christian to turn
from idols and serve the living God in order to enjoy him more. It’s called, “O For A Closer
Walk with God”.
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We are going to sing it now. As we stand now to sing, take a moment to ask God, what is the
idol I need to turn from to enjoy you more?
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