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Introduction:

The intimate letter that Paul and Silas wrote back to the church in Thessalonica contains some of the most vivid insights into the power of the Gospel to change the hearts of men.  Such changes are not often seen in our day.   Some say that it is our interest in pleasure and material things that has made biblical response to the Gospel so rare.   Others point to the fact that western culture is post modern,  meaning, that the entire idea of objective truth is under assault or rejected altogether.  How can the gospel bear fruit in such a climate?   

But, consider this for a moment;  All of these things were true of Greek and Roman cities of the first Century as well.  Thessalonica was not, what some would call, a third world city.  Aristotle taught Alexander the Great very near there.  It was positioned on the main trade routes and was exceedingly wealthy and prominent.  It offered all that was available to men, and that was surprisingly more than you might expect.   It was cosmopolitan in every respect and post modern by most definitions.  

And yet, there was a response to the gospel that has stood the test of centuries.  God recorded it in the Scripture for our instruction and admonishing.  It is just possible my friends, that a biblical response to the gospel is rare in our day because the preaching of a biblical gospel is rare.   The Gospel of Christ is a call to full surrender.  It is a call to servant hood and submission to the will of our Lord.  It is a call away from the world and toward our Savior.   

We do not know how large the church in that city was.  That is an unimportant detail with God.  What did matter was their response to the preaching of the cross.  It was intense and life changing.  It gained notice throughout the region.  It exalted Christ as Lord and God.  Here are the last two verses of 1 Thessalonians one;  

1 Thessalonians 1:9-10   9 For they themselves report about us what kind of a reception we had with you, and how you turned to God from idols to serve a living and true God,  10 and to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the dead, that is Jesus, who rescues us from the wrath to come.
These verses reveal two vital truths:

· The Essence of the Gospel [9]

· The Essence of Service to Christ [10]
The Essence of the Gospel [9]

1 Thessalonians 1:9   9 For they themselves report about us what kind of a reception we had with you, and how you turned to God from idols to serve a living and true God,
They themselves report about us what kind of a reception we had with you:  The Macedonians [the province] were reporting to Paul on the way that the Thessalonians received the Gospel.  The word on the street was that this small band of believers had turned to God and away from all other solutions to life.
Essence is the indispensable properties that define something.  Verse nine homes in on those qualities of the Gospel that must be a part of it.  Without them we do not have a life changing gospel.    
How you turned to God:  The believers here had turned toward [literal Greek] God.  There is motion implied here.  They turned to go toward God.  This implies some long term commitment.   The Gospel is usually not offered with this stipulation today.  It is more like something you do once and then get on with your life.  More like an accessory than a complete change of clothes.  Or a road sign rather than a complete change of direction.  
From idols:  This turning to God necessitates a turning away from something else.  The Bible calls them idols.  Any discussion of idols will evoke one of two responses from most of us.  We will either deny or confess that we might have some.  In trying to determine this there are a some pitfalls to be aware of.  

Pitfall One:  The belief that idols are not real and are just little statues causes men to believe that they could not possibly have any idols in their lives.  
1 Corinthians 8:4,6  concerning the eating of things sacrificed to idols, we know that there is no such thing as an idol in the world, and that there is no God but one;…...  for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom are all things and we exist for Him; and one Lord, Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we exist through Him.
Habakkuk 2:18 - 3:1   18 "What profit is the idol when its maker has carved it, Or an image, a teacher of falsehood? For its maker trusts in his own handiwork When he fashions speechless idols.  19 "Woe to him who says to a piece of wood, 'Awake!' To a mute stone, 'Arise!' And that is your teacher? Behold, it is overlaid with gold and silver, And there is no breath at all inside it.  20 "But the LORD is in His holy temple. Let all the earth be silent before Him."  
But are there other kinds of idols?  And more urgently  “What might they be?”
David Powlison, commenting on the last verse of 1st John has this to say, 

““Beloved children, keep yourselves from idols” (1 John 5:21). In a 105-verse treatise on living in vital fellowship with Jesus, the Son of God, how on earth does that unexpected command merit being the final word? Is it perhaps a scribal emendation? Is it an awkward faux pas by a writer who typically weaves dense and orderly tapestries of meaning with simple, repetitive language? Is it a culture-bound, practical application tacked onto the end of one of the most timeless and heaven-dwelling epistles? Each of these alternatives misses the integrity and power of John’s final words. Instead, John’s last line properly leaves us with that most basic question which God continually poses to each human heart. Has something or someone besides Jesus the Christ taken title to your heart’s trust, preoccupation, loyalty, service, fear and delight? It is a question bearing on the immediate motivation for one’s behavior, thoughts, and feelings.”  David Powlison
Pitfall Two:  The belief that modern idols are material in nature, like boats, cars, investments and houses.   If you do not desire or own many material things you do not have idols in your life. But, are you safe from idolatry?  Are all idols visible, material things?    

Have you ever wondered why men give themselves to idols?  Why worship something that is not real or pray to something that cannot hear or seek wisdom from something that is not alive?  

Do you really think that the men who built the pyramids and invented trigonometry and discovered the movements of the stars were just ignorant savages?  So why would they do such a thing?  Because their hearts spurned God.  They did not believe that the living God can or will grant what their hearts desire. This is the first temptation and the first sin.  Satan proposes that God is unsatisfactory and even malicious.  He withholds good and even fulfillment.  The default condition of men’s hearts is idolatry because men don’t trust their own Creator.  It is not that they don’t know He exists, they do not trust Him.  

Romans 1:19-23   that which is known about God is evident within them; for God made it evident to them.  20 For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that they are without excuse.  21 For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give thanks, but they became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened.  22 Professing to be wise, they became fools,  23 and exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an image in the form of corruptible man and of birds and four-footed animals and crawling creatures.
Pitfall Three: The belief that we personally have no idols.  As John’s closing verse of his epistle suggests, Christians are in danger from their hearts. 

All idolatry actually comes the heart of men and it always has.   We have believed in God for salvation but do we trust Him?  Biblical faith or belief is tantamount to trust.  The Gospel that came in with power in this ancient Greek city said so.  It called men away from everything else they trusted and toward the Living God.    Are we trusting God this way?
When you are afraid is your first thought of God?  If not then what would be your first response?

Can you pray and affirm your total trust in Christ to care for your financial needs?  If not God then what?

Do you thank God for suffering and mistreatment?  Can you rejoice by the Spirit that you are His child and are receiving the promised suffering of belonging to Christ in a hostile world?  If not, what is your response?

If your job constantly disappoints have you ever turned to God for satisfaction?  He says He grants peace.  Have you sought it with earnestness or do you look somewhere else?
Is it possible that we have idols that are not commonly thought of as idols?  Idols of the heart seek satisfaction and fulfillment in countless ways.  I found some examples of good things that compete with God for supremacy and sufficiency. 
Family:  A certain man was approached by Jesus with these remarkable words:  

Luke 9:59-60  59 "Follow Me." But he said, "Lord, permit me first to go and bury my father."  60 But He said to him, "Allow the dead to bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim everywhere the kingdom of God."
These words seem harsh until we consider this;  The man’s father was not newly deceased.  The dead were never left unburied in Israel for more than a few hours.  What this man was saying was this, “Lord,  I cannot follow you until after my father dies.  That is more purposeful to me than following you Lord.”   It is possible to seek what God alone can give from family rather than from God.  
Education: Saul of Tarsus was one of the most educated men of his day.  Even his judges acknowledged his intellect. 
Acts 26:24   24 While Paul was saying this in his defense, Festus said in a loud voice, "Paul, you are out of your mind! Your great learning is driving you mad."
But education can and is an idol to many.  Paul had many abilities, but had come to view them as competitors for the glory and power and worship of the True and Living God. 
1 Corinthians 2:4-8  and my message and my preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power,  5 so that your faith would not rest on the wisdom of men, but on the power of God.  6 Yet we do speak wisdom among those who are mature; a wisdom, however, not of this age nor of the rulers of this age, who are passing away;  7 but we speak God's wisdom in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which God predestined before the ages to our glory;  8 the wisdom which none of the rulers of this age has understood; for if they had understood it they would not have crucified the Lord of glory;  

Believers who cannot believe God’s accounts of creation, the flood, the great fish that God prepared to swallow Jonah, or the parting of the Red Sea because they are simply too smart to believe such things are fooling themselves about who is God in their lives.  It is their education and not the God of Creation.  Jesus believed in the flood.  He believed in Adam and Eve and Jonah’s fish and said so.  It is simply amazing that someone can say they would trust Christ for eternal life and not believe the things Christ believed.  Many seek what only God can give from education instead of Him.   
Idolatry proliferates because the heart of man cries for any solution accept one provided to our hearts by God alone. Our dissatisfaction with life is really dissatisfaction with God.  God is not sufficient for our joy, fulfillment and peace.  When we seek other solutions we have idols of the heart.  

The Essence of Service to the living God  [10]
1 Thessalonians 1  10 and to wait for His Son from heaven, [Are we actually waiting?]  whom He raised from the dead, that is Jesus, [Proof that Jesus is God the Son] who rescues us from the wrath to come. [What is the “wrath to come?”]

There is a beautiful progression in this final verse of chapter one.  It is the first of many affirmations of Christ return in this little book.  In fact, every chapter ends with some reminder that Jesus is coming again. Let’s notice what happens to believers who forsake satisfaction in the idols of the heart, and go toward God.    
To wait for His Son from heaven:  The Bible tells us that Christ Jesus is seated at the right hand of the father in heaven.  If we are going toward Him our hearts are anticipating Jesus and not just His salvation.  Would you say you were eager for Him just Heaven?
Whom He raised from the dead, that is Jesus: God has exalted Christ through Resurrection and declared Him publicly to be the Son of God.  To those who have turned toward Him He is the risen, conquering Savior.
Who rescues us from the wrath to come:  We also entrust ourselves to Him.  We have lost all confidence in the our own devices and the things we so cherished.  We believe that Jesus alone fulfills our lives and will rescue us from the wrath we so clearly deserve.  
The Gospel Message brings the heart to full submission to Christ.  Do you know that this is also the essence of service to God.  He does not need, nor does He seek anything men have.  He made and owns all our stuff.  He sustains our life.  He gave us our wealth, our families and our jobs.  So how can we ever serve God.  What is the essence of service?  It is our worship.  

Romans 12:1 Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship.  
The Gospel good news is this.  Christ is the only God.  Only He can save and only He can satisfy.  That last part is an essential.  Without it we have diminished God.  We have found Him insufficient and unworthy of our full devotion and worship.  That is the Gospel call.  

Those who heed it enter into the acceptable worship of God and serve Him.  We will serve Him by expecting Him, exalting Him and entrusting ourselves to Him.  

CONCLUSION:  
The most dangerous idols are the ones that appear altogether virtuous.  Peter had one of these.  It was his desire to be self reliant and strong.  Peter,  you remember, was the one who got out of the boat while everyone else was cowering in fear.  It was Peter who drew His Sword to defend Christ against a Roman Legion.  And it was Peter who was the star of this exchange between Jesus and His Disciples.    
Matthew 26:31-35  31 Then Jesus said to them, "You will all fall away because of Me this night, for it is written, 'I WILL STRIKE DOWN THE SHEPHERD, AND THE SHEEP OF THE FLOCK SHALL BE SCATTERED.'  32 "But after I have been raised, I will go ahead of you to Galilee."  33 But Peter said to Him, "Even though all may fall away because of You, I will never fall away."  34 Jesus said to him, "Truly I say to you that this very night, before a rooster crows, you will deny Me three times."  35 Peter said to Him, "Even if I have to die with You, I will not deny You." All the disciples said the same thing too.
We, like Peter see this kind of strength as virtuous.  What Pastor would not like to hear someone make assertions of this nature about their intentions to follow Christ.  But, they can also be our trap.  We take satisfaction in our own strength.  How many times have you heard or perhaps even said, “I need to be strong.”   There is a difficult circumstance or relationship, but I just need to be strong.  I am discouraged and confused but I need to be strong.  Peter said, “Everyone else may fail Christ,  but I will be strong.”  Now God knew that if Peter was to be the servant He intended him to be that God would have to break him of this and replace that idol of the heart with one that can render the service of worship.  
Matthew 26:69-75  69 Now Peter was sitting outside in the courtyard, and a servant-girl came to him and said, "You too were with Jesus the Galilean."  70 But he denied it before them all, saying, "I do not know what you are talking about."  71 When he had gone out to the gateway, another servant-girl saw him and said to those who were there, "This man was with Jesus of Nazareth."  72 And again he denied it with an oath, "I do not know the man."  73 A little later the bystanders came up and said to Peter, "Surely you too are one of them; for even the way you talk gives you away."  74 Then he began to curse and swear, "I do not know the man!" And immediately a rooster crowed.  75 And Peter remembered the word which Jesus had said, "Before a rooster crows, you will deny Me three times." And he went out and wept bitterly.
Peter now knows what Christ always knew…that he is weak, like every other man.  Failure is often our greatest friend.  Bitter, humiliating failure is God’s preferred mode of bringing us to trust in Him alone.  And so that day came, when Peter had returned to fishing…wouldn’t you after having failed so utterly?  Suddenly, Christ appears on the shore beside a small fire, calling out to them by the dawns first light. 
John 21:14-17  14 This is now the third time that Jesus was manifested to the disciples, after He was raised from the dead.  15 So when they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, "Simon, son of John, do you love Me more than these?" He said to Him, "Yes, Lord; You know that I love You." He said to him, "Tend My lambs."  16 He said to him again a second time, "Simon, son of John, do you love Me?" He said to Him, "Yes, Lord; You know that I love You." He said to him, "Shepherd My sheep."  17 He said to him the third time, "Simon, son of John, do you love Me?" Peter was grieved because He said to him the third time, "Do you love Me?" And he said to Him, "Lord, You know all things; You know that I love You." Jesus said to him, "Tend My sheep.

Peter is now fully turned.  He has been broken, then forgiven and restored.  He knows that we do not come to Christ by Grace and then live by our own devices.  He knows he cannot trust in His own strength, his own desires or His own good intentions.  Those things which gave him so much satisfaction have been crushed to powder by Christ Jesus who contends for our full devotion and worship.  

I can almost hear Jesus at times calling,  “Tell me again, why I am not enough for you.”  Why do you also need the approval of men?  Why do you need confidence in your own strength or good intentions?  Why do you trust in money instead of my willingness to give you your daily bread?  May we offer ourselves to God fully….turning from all else to go hard after our Savior.  
The essence of gospel service for God is full, undiluted trust in Him;   your body, soul and spirit.  Jesus explained it this way.  It is the essence of the Gospel of the Cross. 
John 12:25-26   25 "He who loves his life loses it, and he who hates his life in this world will keep it to life eternal.  26 "If anyone serves Me, he must follow Me; and where I am, there My servant will be also; if anyone serves Me, the Father will honor him.
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