“LOOKING AT A BIBLICAL VIEW OF A CHURCH”
(1 Thessalonians 1:1-10)

People today are in confusion about the church. Many ask why we need the church. Some wonder how churches implement ministry. Others question what church membership is and why it is important to some congregations and not others. Then, there are those completely turned off by actions like church discipline. This is but the tip of the iceberg in regard to why the church is in existence.
While it is impossible for us to tackle the full scope of questions about why churches should be in existence; this issue is perhaps best summarized by a cartoon which appeared in the Record Searchlight this past week. In the comic strip a pastor is standing in a pulpit overlooking the worship sanctuary. There are only two people sitting in a pew facing the platform. The caption reads, “We welcome you first-time visitors today!” That was the only frame of this cartoon. The clear message, by the cartoonist, is that no members today are interested in church. 

In the last two weeks, you have heard messages identifying two goals for First Baptist Church in the year 2010. Those goals identify two specific traits in which our church needs to improve. This morning we are going to highlight a church in the Bible which epitomized a healthy identity. The church was in the city of Thessalonica during the hectic first Century A.D. The Roman Empire was in power throughout the Mediterranean Sea world. This church (at the time of Paul’s letter to them) was only a few months old. Yet, the key impact of the congregation on its culture was profound. According to Paul, the reputation of this group of Christians was talked about everywhere. The identifying mark was the FAITH of these folk. Listen to what this Apostle says to them concerning his view of them as a church. We find it in 1 Thessalonians 1:1-7. There are three distinct features described for us here. Follow the words which are projected on the screen, as I read them to you. 

(Read 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10)
I.) THIS CHURCH WELCOMED THE GOSPEL MESSAGE WITH JOY AND WERE CHANGED! 
This group of believers is commended by Paul because of their enthusiastic response to the message they received. We see this in verse 6. Here he tells these Christians, “You welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit”. The Apostle spent a considerable period of time with this fledgling church. At least that is the implication we are given. He states (in no uncertain terms), according to verse 5, that his message was delivered “with power”. He also says that “the Holy Spirit” clearly moved among these folk. Paul culminates his description of this evangelistic event by underscoring the “deep conviction” which permeated his preaching. 
Let me speak to you from my experience being a preacher. There are times when you prepare a sermon and when it’s all over, you feel really good about how it was received by those who listened. At other times such a feeling does not exist. Then there are times when (as a preacher) you experience an overwhelming sense of God’s movement among the crowd. The only way to describe it is with the vocabulary which the Apostle uses here. The movement of God is so profound and spectacular (on an occasion like this) that the preacher realizes God worked through him powerfully. He knows that the Holy Spirit coursed through the crowd in unbelievable ways. He spoke with such a passionate, deep conviction that he was emotionally drained when it was over. The task of delivering a message from the Lord, Himself (at such a time) moves to the highest of all attainments a preacher can experience. Oh that it would happen all the time: but it doesn’t. At these moving times, (and they do happen in every pastor’s ministry) God is directly involved in each dimension of the service, so He: 
· governs the atmosphere and the conversations of people (from ushers to the behavior of the kids), 
· tenderizes the listeners’ hearts (throughout the past week in everything which the members experience), 
· orchestrates each element of the service (from the technology, the music, the scriptures read and the prayers, etc.),

·  AND endows the pastor with a supernatural infusion of power in the message.

This is the summation of the Apostle’s time with this 1st century local church. The conclusion he makes is that “God has chosen you”. (Verse 4) And such is the summation which I can make concerning this wonderful church known as First Baptist Church of Cottonwood, California. In the past 17 years I have been able to experience the reality of which Paul relates to the Thessalonians. Words cannot describe how wonderful it is to preach where God (at any moment) can break through and move in a supernatural way. Special “movings” of the Spirit don’t happen so dynamically every week. But when they occur, great is the reality of God’s presence in our midst. Thank you for being a church which is open to God’s direct involvement in our church life.

II.) THIS CHURCH WENT THROUGH SEVERE SUFFERING IN ORDER TO SEE THEIR FAITH GROW! 
These church members did not go through the mistaken anticipation of many Christians in America today. No where in God’s Word are we told that, when we are part of God’s family, we will never have anything bad happen to us. Actually we are instructed to “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, when ever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.” (James 1:2-4) Welcome to the world of the church in Thessalonica. Paul tells us in verse 6 that these folk did not just go through “suffering”, but through “severe suffering”. 
It was not easy to be a believer in Jesus under the Roman Empire. These times were economically difficult with unemployment and poverty rampant throughout the Empire. There were natural disasters occurring regularly, such as famine, earthquakes and flooding. Epidemic diseases like typhoid and plague hovered over the centers of population. These times were oppressive politically. Many Christians found themselves attempting to live for the Lord while being slaves (owned by others). Christians were under suspicion, especially because of following this Jewish Messiah. The “people of the way” were imprisoned and assaulted continually. It was a time of “severe suffering”. And yet, THROUGH IT ALL, these folk grew in stature, in a good reputation and inner strength. Their faith rose to the occasion. Nothing could stop the church in Thessalonica! Paul tells these folk, in verses 7-8a, “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.”
I need to tell you, as pastor of First Baptist Church in Cottonwood, that the members of this congregation have been going through “severe suffering”. I have seen it, first hand! Practically every household in this church family (including mine) is being stretched in harsh ways. FBC families are being stressed economically, emotionally and relationally. Church members are being scorned and ridiculed for being a part of this fellowship. Sometimes this comes from members of other congregations. A number are being stretched physically due to health issues and handicaps. Pain and discomfort haunt some of this church’s family around the clock. This pastor is watching personal faith grow in many of your lives. Some of you have recognized that faith becomes central in your life when humility and submission to God occurs. And I have seen a number of you bow before the Lord your God in total emptiness. Though a few don’t get it yet, and can’t figure out how faith works in their lives, an increasing number are sharing the faith lessons they are learning each week. Ministry is expanding. People are coming to know Jesus as Savior and Lord due to the testing members of this church are going through.  I am thrilled to see some actively living their faith every moment of each day. All of this leads me to my final, brief observation.

III. THIS CHURCH’S REPUTATION IS ALIVE AND WELL!

This church in Thessalonica was portrayed as a people who “turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God and to wait for his Son from heaven.” (Verses 9-10) Change had taken place and was still taking place in the lives of the saints in the town of Thessalonica. They were impacting their world by their reputation. We do not know what their numbers were, as Paul writes to them. Obviously that was not the important issue. But what these Christians were discovering and doing left a mark on a watching world. The world saw it, the Christians knew it, and this Apostle commends them for their vibrant faith. 
We have many people in this church who have changed from darkness to light and from walking by sight to walking in faith. New people are attending church, now, because members they know are finding the secret of living a faith in life. If you are one of the new folk here today, we welcome you to this journey of faith. It really works and we invite you to be a part of what God is doing. We, here at FBC, are anticipating the soon return of our Lord! We await that event with a commitment to not just learn the facts about faith, but to live them. We are becoming known as a people who are distinctly being changed from the world’s way. We are in process and we warn you to watch out: God is growing us through the crucible of the difficulties in life. As pastor of this congregation I implore each member to be open to grow in faith. Be encouraged! Continue to trust in the Lord with all your heart! Continue to let your light shine before men that they may see your good works and glorify the Father which is in heaven!     
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