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Introduction:

I was standing in a line at an event with several children when a person approached and said, “I see you have a bunch of kids here to buy tickets for.  Would you like me to give you 4 free tickets to get into this event?”  He did not want any money and there were no strings attached.  He had extra tickets and decided to give them to us. You might think that this is like salvation…totally free with no strings attached but it is not really like it at all.  Let me tell you why.  

· My human benefactor did not know any of us.  But God, not only knows us when He saves us, but knew us and chose us before He created the foundations of the Universe.
Ephesians 1:4 just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we would be holy and blameless before Him. In love

· I did not need to change anything about my character or behavior after I got my tickets, but God has all sorts of changes in mind for His Elect. .  

Romans 8:29  29 For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the firstborn among many brethren; 
· There was nothing I had to do after I received my tickets.  My benefactor simply walked away, but God has given a life time of good works for His Elect to do and has even chosen and determined what they are and how we should do them. 
Ephesians 2:10  10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.

· I did not become a servant for my free tickets, but God’s Elect are bought and owned by their God and Savior Jesus Christ.  
Matthew 16:24-26   24 Then Jesus said to His disciples, "If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me.  25 "For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it.  26 "For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?
Sadly, We live in an age that has stripped the Gospel of its purpose and power.  It has become a ticket to ride and not what the Bible truly says it is;  entrance into the family and presence of God with all its accompanying privileges and duties.  The Elect are chosen for transformation into the image of Christ and not only for a free pass into heaven.  Any Gospel that does not also call men to transforming submission to the living God is a powerless Gospel.   
2 Corinthians 3:18  18 But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.

To understand this tragedy and see if it has impacted any of us, we want to see how the Gospel entered into the Thessalonian Church.  The Gospel always comes to God’s Chosen in this way.  There is not a two tiered salvation seen in the New Testament. One in which nothing changes accept that you have confessed Christ and another, more intense one, in which your heart and outward life are radically changed.  The Word of God speaks of only the later, while the church in our day seems to speak almost exclusively of the former.  Let’s read these five verses in I Thessalonians together.    
1 Thessalonians 1:4-8  4 knowing, brethren beloved by God, His choice of you;  5 for our gospel did not come to you in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction; just as you know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake.  6 You also became imitators of us and of the Lord, having received the word in much tribulation with the joy of the Holy Spirit,  7 so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia.  8 For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you, not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith toward God has gone forth, so that we have no need to say anything.
Why am I preaching this sermon: This passage is about the hallmarks of Gospel Saints.  It is about us.  The Holy Spirit did not just stop doing His work in the 21st Century.  So, if Christians are not like this anymore, why not?  If there are no new converts with these attributes, at least in seed form, are they converts?  If the Gospel does not yield this Biblical crop is it really the Gospel?  

In these verses we see how the Gospel prints its indelible image on Christ’s Chosen.  The Gospel is stripped of its power if it does not:  

· Come in power, the Holy Spirit and full conviction [5]
· Come with a changed life [6-7]
· Come with a verbal witness [8]
The Genuine Gospel comes in power, the Holy Spirit and full conviction [5]

1 Thessalonians 1:5  5 for our gospel did not come to you in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction; just as you know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake.

Come in word only:  If I were to ask you to tell me the Gospel would you know what to say?   Would you say something like:  “Jesus died on a cross for your sins?”   We might know Paul’s famous Biblical definition of the Gospel,  
1 Corinthians 15:1-4   Now I make known to you, brethren, the gospel which I preached to you, which also you received, in which also you stand,  2 by which also you are saved, if you hold fast the word which I preached to you, unless you believed in vain.  3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures,  4 and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures,

It is important to know that every WORD of these statements is true, but the Gospel must come in more than word only.  Many today are expecting a “word only” gospel to actually save men.  Words alone, proclaimed or confessed, cannot convert the sinner and save him from his hopeless condemnation.  No, when the Gospel comes it must absolutely come with these accompanying catalysts. 
It must come in Power:  There are many ideas about power.  We can plug a lamp into the power….but where does it come from?  What good is it if it doesn’t do something.  What if you had power in your house but no lights or appliances?  Useless!  
This power is not just strong but useful.  It is power that cannot be successfully resisted and it is power that 

Revelation 1:16 In His right hand He held seven stars, and out of His mouth came a sharp two-edged sword; and His face was like the sun shining in its strength.
Ephesians 3:16 that He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner man,
Ephesians 3:16 that He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner man,
1 Corinthians 15:43 it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power;
It must come in The Holy Spirit:  He is God.  He is not just the applied power of God, although He is often spoken of as doing that.  He is equal to the Father and the Son.  The Son gives glory to the Father and the Spirit gives it to the Son.  Without the Spirit of God our preaching is empty and stripped of its supremacy.  Why are so many Christians living lives that are not transformed?  Because, the Gospel came in word only and so did their response.  
It must come with full conviction:  Along with power and the Holy Spirit comes a settled and unmovable conviction of the truth of the Gospel message.  It does not take its place along other religious sayings or truths.  It crushes all pretenders.  It is a conviction that Christ alone can and does love any sinner, bear every sin and that He is your sin bearer and lover of your soul.  No intellectual argument prevails.  No doubt assails. No opposition avails.  Jesus is all we need and we have willingly and joyfully become His servant, children for all eternity. 
So what is the Gospel then?  What are we to tell a sinner if not words to be believed?  When The Holy Spirit strives with men He convicts them, according to John 16, of sin, righteousness and judgment.  That their own sin condemns them because they have not believed in Christ; that  Jesus was perfectly righteous and did pay the penalty they deserved and that absolute and unstoppable judgment awaits all who will not turn to Christ in repentant faith.  Their only hope and the only name under heaven given to men whereby we must be saved.  And, we must pray: 
Do you pray for anyone to be saved?  Name that person in your mind right now.  Pray for the opportunity to tell them the gospel message and that it will come to them in power.  That the Holy Spirit will apply the glory of the risen Christ to the eyes of their heart and that the conviction that follows will render them fully and irrevocably transformed into children of the living God.  Do not pray for mental assent.  
And friends, do not accept mere confession in yourselves either.  Have you been transformed since you believed?  Has God granted you an enabling power to live and the transforming fruit of love, joy and peace through the Holy Spirit.  Is there full conviction of Christ and His saving gracious power in your life.   If not then seek Christ again;  not for profession,  but that you may know Him in power, and Glory and in deep conviction.  
Philippians 3:8-10  I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that I may gain Christ,  9 and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith,  10 that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death;

These are not the ramblings of a religious fanatic or one of the chosen Apostles.  They express the way the true Gospel comes to men.  It is Christ who comes.  It is Jesus who loves us and saves us.  It is to this dear and blessed Savior that we freely yield our lives.  He may lead us, He may care for us as He sees fit.  He is our greatest treasure on this earth and for all eternity.  This is how the Gospel comes in power, The Holy Spirit and Full, abiding, enduring and growing conviction. 
The Genuine Gospel comes with a changed life [6-7]

Such things change a person.  We know immediately that things need to change.  Perhaps, like me a new believer has not ever seen a Gospel transformed life.  If  he did he did not know what he was looking at.  But now there is an almost compulsive need to find someone who has been transformed already.  Logically and practically this would be the person who told them the true gospel.  This is what Paul describes in verse six.  
1 Thessalonians 1:6-7   6 You also became imitators of us and of the Lord, having received the word in much tribulation with the joy of the Holy Spirit,  7 so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia.

You also became imitators of us and the Lord:  This might sound wrong at first glance but it is not.  God has placed men and women in the local church for just such reasons.  Turn in your Bibles to: 
Hebrews 13:6-8  6 so that we confidently say, "THE LORD IS MY HELPER, I WILL NOT BE AFRAID. WHAT WILL MAN DO TO ME?"  7 Remember those who led you, who spoke the word of God to you; and considering the result of their conduct, imitate their faith.  8 Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.

God describes a long term relationship with those who lead you in the Lord.  This does not just mean “your leaders” although they would be included in this.  It describes those who have gone ahead of you.  Remember means to call to mind, think about it, ponder it and then imitate it.  Imitate their faith.  This means their trust in God alone.  Faith is not what we do for God.  It is trust and confidence in what God does for us.  
Have you ever wondered why verse eight is sitting here right after this admonition?  Because, when we are imitating the faith of other we are learning what and how to trust Christ for all things in our lives.  It is not that we are imitating men.  That is not what it says.  We are imitating their trust in Christ and Jesus Christ is always the same and faith in Him always produces the same result and you can count on that.
Having received the word in much tribulation with the joy of the Holy Spirit:  “Tribulation” means pressure and stress.  Do Gospel believers receive the word in tribulation?  Absolutely!.   It starts a war in our lives.  It begins with ourselves.  We are aware of our sinfulness, perhaps for the first time ever.  We are at the same time, overcome by our own sinfulness and the unspeakable mercy of Christ to bear it for us.  We are aware that our live must totally change but we do not know how that will or can happen.  We suddenly do not belong.  We are citizens of heaven and aliens in the land of our birth.  Satan comes against us with lies and accusations.  Our friends are shocked at first and then offended by us.  Our families often times, even more.  And yet…AND YET we have unspeakable joy.  We do not imagine where it comes from until we read a verse like this or are told by a believer.  Love, Joy, Peace….all gifts of God to our transformed hearts.  They are deposits on the bliss of heaven, given to assure with deep conviction that every word of the Gospel Glory of Christ is absolutely true.  
You became an example to all the believers:  One of the reason the church is unexcited about the gospel is that we see so few come to Christ.  I fear that we do not much care.  We say we pray, but honestly,  how often do you pray for a neighbor, friend, family member or loved one to encounter Christ in this life changing way?  Perhaps you have never thought to pray for them this way.  A lot of us are just praying that they will come to their senses and be saved, but we must petition the Lord of the Gospel.  The God of the Cross and the Spirit of Power to bring the Glory of Christ before their hearts and minds with transforming force.  I beseech you to pray for the souls of men.  Ask God to give you an answer to that prayer.  Do not stop until He does.  
Luke 11:1-9  It happened that while Jesus was praying in a certain place, after He had finished, one of His disciples said to Him, "Lord, teach us to pray just as John also taught his disciples."  2 And He said to them, "When you pray, say: 'Father, hallowed be Your name. Your kingdom come.  3 'Give us each day our daily bread.  4 'And forgive us our sins, For we ourselves also forgive everyone who is indebted to us. And lead us not into temptation.'"  5 Then He said to them, "Suppose one of you has a friend, and goes to him at midnight and says to him, 'Friend, lend me three loaves;  6 for a friend of mine has come to me from a journey, and I have nothing to set before him';  7 and from inside he answers and says, 'Do not bother me; the door has already been shut and my children and I are in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything.'  8 "I tell you, even though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, yet because of his persistence he will get up and give him as much as he needs.  9 "So I say to you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. 

Why will Christ not answer our prayers for the souls of men, if we persist in prayer?  

The Genuine Gospel comes with a verbal witness [8]

1 Thessalonians 1:8   8 For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you, not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith toward God has gone forth, so that we have no need to say anything.
The word of the Lord has sounded forth from you:   There is this last thing,  but it is certainly not the least.  In fact, it is the means that God uses to bring men and women to faith.  It is your mouth speaking God’s Word.  It will not do to say that they can read it for themselves.  God has chosen the foolishness of speaking it or proclaiming it to save men.  And yes,  I have heard many stories of how people have come to faith by reading a Gideon Bible, but do you know how many hours of prayer have shepherded that Bible into their hands.  Do you know how many hundreds more have heard the word from a friend, acquaintance or preacher?  
God described a group of believers who had the sound of the Gospel coming out of them.  It was loud enough that the surrounding country heard about it.  There is more here than just witnessing or preaching.  
Your faith toward God has gone forth:  This is not the same thing as the first statement.  Witnessing or speaking about God in some way is not the same as faith.  Please, dear ones, do not confuse what you say with your faith.  Do not confuse what you believe doctrinally with your faith.  These are demonstrations of faith or means to faith, but faith has to do with sacrificial trust in your Lord.  Let’s take a test to see what this means: 
Have you ever told God that He may take anything from you that you cherish and bring anything into your life that you fear?   Why not?  Do we seriously think that God does not already know what we cherish or what we fear?  Do we imagine that we might be able to fly under the radar, so to speak, and get through to the end of life without God doing anything to us?  
“Resolved, never henceforward, till I die, to act as if I were any way my own, but entirely and altogether God's.”   Jonathan Edwards
If we are honest we would confess that we fear God’s intentions toward us.  We hope that He will leave us be, but when He does, we wonder why He did not care.  We are in need of confident trust [faith] in God.  When we have it we never find ourselves complaining about our circumstances, health or finances.  We actually believe that the Jesus who loved us at the Cross, loves us still.  The God who kindly  and mercifully orchestrated our redemption , is kind and merciful toward us still.   The God who created and sustains all life is sustaining us still.   
CONCLUSION

God has not chosen men just to save them.  He has chosen us for transformation, good works and a witness to His absolute and surpassing sufficiency.  Christ’s redeemed have experienced the Resurrection power of God. We know we were dead in our trespasses and that we were children of wrath, but are now made alive by God’s surpassing power.  God’s chosen are aware that their love, joy and peace are coming from the fountain of the Holy Spirit within them.  They are fully persuaded in mind and heart that Jesus is all they need.  
God’s chosen look for someone to imitate. This is normal and even encouraged by God.   This person is an imitator of the Lord Himself.  We are therefore, to commit to one another.  Belong to a family of God.  Transparency, trust, sacrificial service and love to one another are all a part of our transformed life.  I do not know what would have ever happened to me, had it not been for the church full of Christ honoring and loving people, who gave me some idea what it means to live for and love Jesus Christ. 
Finally, we are to become one of those people that others can and should imitate.  Our mouths can be taught to speak the Gospel.  If you  are afraid, that is alright.  I am often  afraid.  If you do not know how you would ever start that is OK.  I seldom know how to start.  But, let us desire what God desires for us.  Do you desire what God desires for you?  If not, then ask Him to give you that desire.  Then you will know that it is a God given and God honoring desire.  
Two people this past week told me that they had prayed for someone to witness to.  One in a hostile office environment.  The other stays mostly at home and out of the public eye.  The office worker was asked straight out if they had an opinion on the idea that all religions were just the same as Christianity and the home bound person had a professed agnostic come right to the front door and knock on it.  

Now this is really up to you in many ways.  Are you willing to ask God to make your life a transformed life?  Will you pray now and ask Him to enable your heart with a deep conviction that Christ is the one who can and will fulfill you.  Will you be bold enough to ask Him to let your mouth and your faith get the attention of someone this week.  I challenge you to pray and ask God to let you tell someone the gospel as soon as possible.   Let’s take a minute for everyone who is willing to do that to pray.  
Jude 1:20-25 20 But you, beloved, building yourselves up on your most holy faith, praying in the Holy Spirit,  21 keep yourselves in the love of God, waiting anxiously for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to eternal life.  22 And have mercy on some, who are doubting;  23 save others, snatching them out of the fire; and on some have mercy with fear, hating even the garment polluted by the flesh.  24 Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the presence of His glory blameless with great joy,  25 to the only God our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen.  
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