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Introduction:  
How are believers supposed to live if they think the end of the world is getting close?  The world of course, mocks the entire idea.  Who hasn’t seen, and even chuckled at the cartoon with the long haired kook in a robe and a sign reading, “the end is near.”  But, many believers today are looking at the events taking place in the world and wondering how they might fit in with what the Bible calls, The End of All Things.

The fact that people have always had concerns about these things is no reason to dismiss them today.  I have heard people say that because the Thessalonians worried about these things and nothing happened implies that we should not bother ourselves with them.  This is like saying that just because the car did not break down on our last trip shows that I don’t need to service it before the next one.  The car is now older and has more use.  It is nearer to being worn out.  The fact that nothing has broken so far is no indicator that nothing will ever break.  It is a human propensity to either scoff or panic.  This is what the scoffers sound like even today. 
2 Peter 3:3-11  3 Know this first of all, that in the last days mockers will come with their mocking, following after their own lusts,  4 and saying, "Where is the promise of His coming? For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all continues just as it was from the beginning of creation."  5 For when they maintain this, it escapes their notice that by the word of God the heavens existed long ago and the earth was formed out of water and by water,  6 through which the world at that time was destroyed, being flooded with water.  7 But by His word the present heavens and earth are being reserved for fire, kept for the day of judgment and destruction of ungodly men.  8 But do not let this one fact escape your notice, beloved, that with the Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years like one day.  9 The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance.  10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, in which the heavens will pass away with a roar and the elements will be destroyed with intense heat, and the earth and its works will be burned up.  11 Since all these things are to be destroyed in this way, what sort of people ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness,

Delay, from a human perspective is not delay from God’s point of view.  He operates on a different time table than we do.  Paul writes to explain end times and to comfort the fears of the Thessalonian believers.  He shares this ministry with two companions.  Ministry because NT ministry is a shared responsibility.  
Silvanus was Silas, a prophet from Jerusalem who was sent to Antioch and who eventually went with Paul on his second missionary journey.  He was with Paul in the Philippian prison on that fateful night. 
Acts 16:22-26   22 The crowd rose up together against them, and the chief magistrates tore their robes off them and proceeded to order them to be beaten with rods.  23 When they had struck them with many blows, they threw them into prison, commanding the jailer to guard them securely;  24 and he, having received such a command, threw them into the inner prison and fastened their feet in the stocks.  25 But about midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns of praise to God, and the prisoners were listening to them;  26 and suddenly there came a great earthquake, so that the foundations of the prison house were shaken; and immediately all the doors were opened and everyone's chains were unfastened.

Timothy was picked up by Paul in Derbe, shortly before arriving in Philippi.  He was a young man with little experience at the time.  But, like the more experienced Silvanus, he was a co-laborer with Paul in Christ’s vineyard.  This trio left Philippi and went directly to Thessalonica, about 100 miles away.  Luke describes the event in Acts 17. 
Acts 17:1-9  Now when they had traveled through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where there was a synagogue of the Jews.  2 And according to Paul's custom, he went to them, and for three Sabbaths reasoned with them from the Scriptures,  3 explaining and giving evidence that the Christ had to suffer and rise again from the dead, and saying, "This Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you is the Christ."  4 And some of them were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, along with a large number of the God-fearing Greeks and a number of the leading women.  5 But the Jews, becoming jealous and taking along some wicked men from the market place, formed a mob and set the city in an uproar; and attacking the house of Jason, they were seeking to bring them out to the people.  6 When they did not find them, they began dragging Jason and some brethren before the city authorities, shouting, "These men who have upset the world have come here also;  7 and Jason has welcomed them, and they all act contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying that there is another king, Jesus."  8 They stirred up the crowd and the city authorities who heard these things.  9 And when they had received a pledge from Jason and the others, they released them.
There is buzz these days about how the church is being persecuted in America.  We are certainly disliked here.  But you still don’t get beaten for hosting a missionary.  
There is also anxiety about the future.  This is not a bad thing.  We should not be like unbelievers who believe that God will never intervene in the affairs of men.  He most certainly will.  He did it when Christ came to earth the first time.  He will do so again, only this next time with a mighty display of Sovereign Power such as the world has never seen.  Are we approaching those times.  The Thessalonians were expected them in their day. Such hope can make you vulnerable to charlatans like Harold Camping and others.  We are two thousand years closer than they were and we too are living in a world opposed to Christ.  There is pertinent and timely instruction from God in this little book.  In II Thessalonians God tells:  
· How God Enlarges our Faith and Love.  [1:1-5]

· How God settles accounts with His Enemies [1:7-10]

· How God Makes Jesus Glorious in the world [1:11-12]

· How God Controls the Appearance of Anti Christ [2:1-10]

· How God Deceives the Wicked and Unbelieving [2:11-12]

· How God Preserves the Hope of the Righteous [2:13-17]

· How God Causes us to Love Him [3:1-5]

· How God thinks about Hard Work [3:6-10]

· How God Feels about laziness and meddling  [3:11-18]

Our text this morning considers the first one of these.  How God uses difficult times to enlarge our faith in Christ and our love for one another.  Let’s read it together now. 
2 Thessalonians 1:1-5  Paul and Silvanus and Timothy, To the church of the Thessalonians in God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ:  2 Grace to you and peace from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  3 We ought always to give thanks to God for you, brethren, as is only fitting, because your faith is greatly enlarged, and the love of each one of you toward one another grows ever greater;  4 therefore, we ourselves speak proudly of you among the churches of God for your perseverance and faith in the midst of all your persecutions and afflictions which you endure.  5 This is a plain indication of God's righteous judgment so that you will be considered worthy of the kingdom of God, for which indeed you are suffering.

Enlarging our Faith in Christ

We ought always to give thanks to God for you, brethren:  Literally, “we owe thankfulness to God for you, brethren.”   We have read about the hardships that Paul and his companions underwent to take the gospel to them.  Here he exalts Christ, deliberately turning the focus away from what they have done.  This may seem trivial but it is huge.  

When we read of the exploits of Paul, Silvanus and Timothy, it is easy to say, “well they were extraordinarily gifted and able.”  “They had powers of persuasion.”  “I want people I know to come to Christ, but I have no way of matching the success of men like this.”  Are we serious???  Are we really reading what Luke records in the book of Acts.   Paul, Silvanus and Timothy are traveling along the northern coast of the Mediterranean in Acts 16.  Just about everywhere they go, God gives them no opportunity to even preach.  
They finally pull into the town of Philippi, the one town in the region that apparently has no Synagogue.  Paul goes down to the river looking for some Jews who might be praying together, and finds a gentile woman instead.  What happens with Lydia is what happens with all converts to Christ.  Observe how the Scripture describes it.   
Acts 16:14-15  14 A woman named Lydia, from the city of Thyatira, a seller of purple fabrics, a worshiper of God, was listening; and the Lord opened her heart to respond to the things spoken by Paul.  15 And when she and her household had been baptized, she urged us, saying, "If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come into my house and stay." And she prevailed upon us.

Satan now begins to stir the pot Himself.  He is fine with religion, but opposed to the preaching of the Cross.  This has always been and will always be.  Satan is roused to oppose the preaching of Christ.  

Acts 16:16-18  6 It happened that as we were going to the place of prayer, a slave-girl having a spirit of divination met us, who was bringing her masters much profit by fortune-telling.  17 Following after Paul and us, she kept crying out, saying, "These men are bond-servants of the Most High God, who are proclaiming to you the way of salvation."  18 She continued doing this for many days. But Paul was greatly annoyed, and turned and said to the spirit, "I command you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her!" And it came out at that very moment.

Why did Paul react this way to this girl? Because the Gospel message does not need to be confirmed or facilitated by the world or Satan.  Paul knew that.  God is Sovereign over all the affairs of men.  App:  You are just as safe and protected by God when others oppose you as you are when they embrace you.  The Scripture is telling you here that you do not need the approval or admiration of the world.  In fact, when you have it something is probably seriously wrong.  

The church seeks the approval of the world in our day.  This is a serious mistake.  I can almost hear someone in our day saying, Awe…isn’t that nice that this girl knows that Paul is preaching the truth.”   NO…it was not nice!  It was insidious, because saying and doing are two different things.  Confessing and possessing Christ are two different things.  Christ calls us to be followers not just those who say nice things about Jesus.  
Acts 16:19-20   19 But when her masters saw that their hope of profit was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the market place before the authorities,  20 and when they had brought them to the chief magistrates, they said, "These men are throwing our city into confusion, being Jews,

So, let’s review the “successes” so far:  Paul has traveled hundreds of miles without preaching to anyone.  When he gets to Philippi, he sees God save one family before they are beaten and thrown into prison with Silas.  When they are finally released they head for Thessalonica and enter that city and on a Sabbath and began to preach at the Synagogue there. 
Acts 17:2-4  2 And according to Paul's custom, he went to them, and for three Sabbaths reasoned with them from the Scriptures,  3 explaining and giving evidence that the Christ had to suffer and rise again from the dead, and saying, "This Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you is the Christ."  4 And some of them were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, along with a large number of the God-fearing Greeks and a number of the leading women.

What takes place in this city is not success as the church in our day defines it.  It is a combination of apathy and outright opposition. 
Acts 17:5-9  5 But the Jews, becoming jealous and taking along some wicked men from the market place, formed a mob and set the city in an uproar; and attacking the house of Jason, they were seeking to bring them out to the people.  6 When they did not find them, they began dragging Jason and some brethren before the city authorities, shouting, "These men who have upset the world have come here also;  7 and Jason has welcomed them, and they all act contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying that there is another king, Jesus."  8 They stirred up the crowd and the city authorities who heard these things.  9 And when they had received a pledge from Jason and the others, they released them.

And so ends Paul, Silvanus and Timothy’s church planting in Thessalonica.  A few converts, many of them women [meaning they were powerless], a riot, their host beaten and arrested and they sneak out of the town to get away from it all.  “We are indebted to God for you brothers….because we certainly didn’t have anything to do with your conversion or your sustaining ourselves.” 

Grace to you and peace from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ:  Paul did not give them grace God did, and he certainly did not give them peace. His coming caused just the opposite.   

As is only fitting, because your faith is greatly enlarged:  What is fitting is gratefulness to God and not to the world, not to Satan who throws us a kudo now and then or even to our faithful preaching.  It is fitting that we should pass all glory to Christ for all knowledge of Christ.  It was the Lord who opened the heart of Lydia in Philippi.  It was the Lord who stopped the mouth of the demonized girl and delivered her from Satan’s grip.  It was the Lord that converted the few at Thessalonica and then sustained them after their missionary was run out of town on a rail. 

How does God enlarge our faith?  By doing it without the help of those we hoped for.  By doing it in spite of circumstances and by doing it amidst opposition.   What is it you hope for from God this morning?  Is it the salvation of a loved one?  Is it freedom from fear and anxiety about the future?  Are you worried that America will cease to be a safe haven for Christianity?  
Christ scoffs at the opposition of men to His purposes.  God’s purposes prevailed in Thessalonica with no problem whatsoever.  The same is totally true of your life as well.  DO not fear the world or Satan.  They do the bidding of Christ our Sovereign Lord and Savior.  Enlarged faith is enlarged confidence in Christ to accomplish every purpose for your life by His Great and Surpassing Power.  
Increasing our Love for Christians [3b]
The love of each one of you toward one another grows ever greater:  This is a delightful co-lateral blessing.  Difficult times produce increased love amongst brothers.  This is of course the second part of the Greatest Commandment.  

Mark 12:29-33  29 Jesus answered, "The foremost is, 'HEAR, O ISRAEL! THE LORD OUR GOD IS ONE LORD;  30 AND YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND, AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH.'  31 "The second is this, 'YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.' There is no other commandment greater than these."  32 The scribe said to Him, "Right, Teacher; You have truly stated that HE IS ONE, AND THERE IS NO ONE ELSE BESIDES HIM;  33 AND TO LOVE HIM WITH ALL THE HEART AND WITH ALL THE UNDERSTANDING AND WITH ALL THE STRENGTH, AND TO LOVE ONE'S NEIGHBOR AS HIMSELF, is much more than all burnt offerings and sacrifices."

Affluence and acceptance breed apathy.
Opposition and need give birth to loving generosity.

Have you ever had the experience of trying to give someone something and have them turn you down.  Although it is usually not intended, it often feels like a rejection.  We have wanted to sacrifice something for someone else and they have turned our sacrifice away.  In difficult times with real need, God accomplishes enlarges our faith and love.
Increased faith and trust in Christ.  We see that He cares for us and about us  with no regard to what the world or the devil are up to. He is the source of our trust. We begin to stop trusting in money, jobs or the economy.  Believers should not fear these times.  They are God’s way of enlarging our trust [FAITH] in Him. 

Increased Love for One Another.  We become aware of how the body of true believers, the church, stands out in the world when the world quits being the source of our joy, provision and satisfaction.    The church is no longer just another social organization, but what it is in fact, the family of God….Our brothers and sisters.  
We ourselves speak proudly of you among the churches of God for your perseverance and faith in the midst of all your persecutions and afflictions which you endure:  This is a kind of sanctioned pride.  We are proud of our troops when they defend us or proud of our children when they work hard to accomplish something.  Paul is proud of these believers because they are raised up by Christ and trust only in Him.  Their circumstances have not crushed them but strengthened them.  They see the church in the world for what it is….glorious, unique, worthy of affection and sacrifice.  They are no longer thinking only of themselves but of one another.  They not only love Christ but their neighbor as themselves.  This is cause for boasting. 

1 Corinthians 1:30 - 2:1   30 But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification, and redemption,  31 so that, just as it is written, "LET HIM WHO BOASTS, BOAST IN THE LORD."  

A plain indication of God's righteous judgment:  This is judgment in the sense of God’s plan or decision. [ I.e.  “It is my judgment that you are qualified for this job.”]   God is making this judgment, because He Himself is in the process of qualifying His church.  This is what God does with His believers.  
Colossians 1:10-14  ….that you will walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God;  11 strengthened with all power, according to His glorious might, for the attaining of all steadfastness and patience; joyously  12 giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints in Light.  13 For He rescued us from the domain of darkness, and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son,  14 in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.

You will be considered worthy of the kingdom of God, for which indeed you are suffering:  We do not typically see ourselves as going through hard times for the sake of the kingdom of God, but we are.  Everything that brings us to fuller dependence on Christ makes the King more glorious in this world.  Every act of sacrificial love for others makes the kingdom more glorious.   The true church of Christ endures difficult times by trusting Christ more completely and loving one another more fervently.  Our faith and our love are owed to God and He enlarges His Glorious Kingdom through it.   
CONCLUSION

God is at work to enlarge your faith and love.  We both from Him. We owe a debt of gratitude to God for giving us hope in Christ apart from this world….. in Christ alone.  
We owe Him for the Church, which is His body.  He gave us to one another, to serve one another and more importantly to love one another until He returns
The world throw little grains of dust to scare us, but our Lord Jesus is Supreme.  He saves and He sustains.  He loves and He gives us love for one another.  We owe only Him. 
If you look to our world and times you will fear.  You will withdraw from Christ’s body just when you should draw near.  You will see yourself as dependent upon the whims of government and economy.  Difficult times can make you doubt God or they can do what God has designed them to do….cause you to see how He cares for you apart from the things of this world.  Purpose to trust Him more in hard times not less?  Look to one another to find the truest expression of His love in the world for you. 
The world is raging and conspiring against God.  We see this and fear, but God sees it and laughs.  He is calling us to laugh with Him today and to put our unswerving trust in Him Alone. 

Psalm 2:1-12  Why are the nations in an uproar And the peoples devising a vain thing?  2 The kings of the earth take their stand And the rulers take counsel together Against the LORD and against His Anointed, saying,  3 "Let us tear their fetters apart And cast away their cords from us!"  4 He who sits in the heavens laughs, The Lord scoffs at them.  5 Then He will speak to them in His anger And terrify them in His fury, saying,  6 "But as for Me, I have installed My King Upon Zion, My holy mountain."  7 "I will surely tell of the decree of the LORD: He said to Me, 'You are My Son, Today I have begotten You.  8 'Ask of Me, and I will surely give the nations as Your inheritance, And the very ends of the earth as Your possession.  9 'You shall break them with a rod of iron, You shall shatter them like earthenware.'"  10 Now therefore, O kings, show discernment; Take warning, O judges of the earth.  11 Worship the LORD with reverence And rejoice with trembling.  12 Do homage to the Son, that He not become angry, and you perish in the way, For His wrath may soon be kindled. How blessed are all who take refuge in Him!
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