Greenway’s Benefice Weekly Devotional (No. 26)

Sunday 13th September 2020
Bible Readings:
1 Thessalonians 1:1-10 
Matthew 5:13-16
Authentic Faith
We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, 
your labour prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. 
(1 Thessalonians 1:3)
It’s harvest time – the season of mists and mellow fruitfulness. No matter how turbulent and disrupted this year has been for us humans, the natural world around us seems able to carry on as normal, according to the plan ordained by God in creation.

And it’s the one time of year when, no matter how little we may know about gardening, it’s easy to tell the difference between an apple tree and a pear tree – or any other fruit tree for that matter!  Why? Because of the fruit they carry!
And it was this principle that the apostle Paul was applying as he wrote this letter to the little group of Christians in Thessalonica. In this first chapter, he is commending them for the way in which their faith was affecting the way they lived and behaved – everyone around could see their faith was real – it was evident in their lifestyle! Like a productive fruit tree, people around could see their faith was real in the way they lived – because the life of Jesus was in them by the Holy Spirit! 

But let’s take a deeper look at the background to this vibrant, fruitful little church. When he visited Thessalonica, Paul had not been given an easy time. In Acts chapter 17, as we considered in last week’s Devotional, we read how Paul, along with Silas and Timothy, had visited Thessalonica to take the good news of Jesus. Over a matter of two or three weeks, a few of the Jews believed, as did a large number of influential Greeks (non-Jews). 
This had caused an outburst of jealousy among the Jews, who called on a mob of local “yobs” to stir up a riot in the city. So Paul and his companions had to beat a hasty retreat from Thessalonica and travel on, abandoning the infant Church they had planted there. 

This brings us to the setting for today’s Bible reading. Some time, possibly several months, had passed and Paul had by now travelled on Berea, then by sea to Athens and thence to Corinth in southern Greece, leaving Silas and Timothy in Berea. 
How must Paul have been feeling, having to abandon that newly formed Church group in Thessalonica? Maybe a bit like taking your child to University for the first time, having to “abandon” them there in an unfamiliar and challenging situation. (In fact, in chapter 2, Paul uses the roles of both mother (v.7) and father (v.11) to illustrate his care and concern for these new converts).
Can you imagine the fears going through Paul’s mind as he waited there in Corinth? Would those new converts abandon their faith in Christ? Was their faith strong enough, or was it just superficial? Would they be persecuted, as he himself was, and be forced to suffer for their faith? Would they fall back into their old pagan ways, or be manipulated by the Jewish legalists to deny Christ? Those must have been agonising times for Paul.

Eventually, possibly after several months Timothy and Silas caught up with Paul in Corinth and brought good news about that little Church in Thessalonica. It encouraged Paul, and so he decided to write this letter to the Thessalonians.

Paul’s positive mood is reflected in the opening chapter of 1 Thessalonians, where he says he is overjoyed to hear that the believers in Thessalonica are standing firm in their faith. He is clearly thrilled that God’s Word, the message of the Gospel, had taken root in their lives by the Holy Spirit. 
What’s more, their faith was not just a private matter – it was affecting the way they lived and behaved, so much so that everyone around could see their faith was real – because it was evident in the way they were living! 
In verses 6‑8 Paul’s joy knows no bounds as he says: “You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia. The Lord's message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia - your faith in God has become known everywhere.”

Wow! What a tribute! The faith of these new converts in Thessalonica was no mere “flash in the pan”, or a bland mental assent – it was something alive and transforming! It wasn’t just a casual “OK” to Paul’s words, but a genuine life-changing authentic faith, which was visible to everyone who met them, and was having an effect on the community around.
Does our faith have that impact on the world around us? Are we living out the message we claim to believe? Has the presence of Jesus by the Holy Spirit, changed our lives? Is our faith authentic? Do we believe the gospel of Jesus Christ has the power to change lives?
In verse 3 Paul uses a triplet of words which are very familiar – Faith, Hope and Love. He commends the Thessalonians for their good deeds inspired by their faith, their willingness to serve prompted by love, and their longsuffering and patience rooted in their future hope in Jesus Christ. In other words, these three spiritual virtues, faith, hope and love, are not merely attitudes of mind. They should have a visible, practical dimension too. 
In the last two verses of this chapter, Paul uses another triplet of words – turn, serve and wait. These all have a practical tangible dimension too. As followers of Jesus we are called to live out our faith in such a way that others will see our lives and glorify God through us! (see Matthew 5:13-16). 

Paul commends these Thessalonians because their faith was authentic and visible. 

· They had turned from idols (for us today that might include wrong priorities, unwholesome and unscriptural lifestyles etc)

· They had turned to serve God (what might that mean for us today?) 
· They were waiting for God’s Son from heaven. The promise of Jesus to return for those who love Him should be the ultimate hope of every believer. 
How authentic is our faith, both as individuals and as a Church? It’s a challenging thought!
So let us reflect and pray. Loving Lord, Make us as a Church, and as individuals, a body of people whose lives speak out the transforming power of Jesus, whose deeds display the love of Jesus, and whose faith proclaims our future hope in Jesus, so that our message of Jesus Christ may bring hope to the needy world and community around us.  Amen.
God bless - Dave

