1 Thessalonians 3:9-13
Dear Friends in Christ,

Now that Thanksgiving is over the question yoll e asked more and more is, “are you ready
for Christmas?” There are many things that nedzktdone before Christmas. There are gifts to
purchase, there are cookies to bake, there isinlgémbe done, and a tree to set up and decorate
in addition to all the normal things that still de® happen each day. As we all know, all the
extra busyness of the holidays can easily distraétom the whole reason we are celebrating.
We can easily forget that we are preparing forciebration of Jesus’ birth.

Paul was worried that the Christians in Thessetowere having a similar struggle. There was
some very strong persecution going on in ThessedonhAfter Paul had preached there for a few
weeks some of the Jewish leaders were so jealduis sficcess that they stirred up a riot. Paul
had to leave during the night and go to Bereafadh his persecutors were so determined that
when they found out that Paul was preaching in 8érey followed him to stir up trouble for
him there as well. Paul was worried that, sin@eThessalonian Christians were to new to the
Christian faith that they would waver or even ginetheir faith when they suffered for it. He
was worried, not that they wouldn’t be ready tebehte Christmas, but something far more
important that applies to us as well, he was wdrtiat they wouldn’t be prepared for Jesus’
second coming on Judgment Day.

Paul wrote these words, guided by the Holy Sgwmiencourage them, and us, to Prepare for
Christ’'s Coming by growing in faith and overflowinglove.

Because Paul had been so worried about the Tlhess#s he had sent Timothy to Thessalonica
to see how they were holding up under persecutiomothy had just returned with good news.
The Thessalonians were standing firm in their faiflneir faith and love, even in the midst of
persecution, was known and admired all over Gre®aail was greatly relieved and filled with
joy he gave thanks to God. But, that didn’t mdaat he could forget about them and move on.
He knew from his own experience that standing fimrthe faith is an on-going struggle.

Paul is the one who talked in detail about his @&rsonal struggle. He say#at | do is not
the good | want to do; no, the evil | do not wantd do--this | keep on doing...| find this
law at work: When | want to do good, evil is rightthere with me. For in my inner being |
delight in God's law; but | see another law at workin the members of my body, waging war
against the law of my mind and making me a prisoneof the law of sin at work within my
members. What a wretched man | am! Who will rescuene from this body of deatt?

Thanks be to God--through Jesus Christ our Lord He says| do not run like a man
running aimlessly; | do not fight like a man beatirg the air. No, | beat my body and make it
my slave so that after | have preached to others,rhyself will not be disqualified for the
prize.

It is in this light that Paul writes that he kegpaying that God will grant him the ability and
the opportunity to visit Thessalonica again so Heamight be able tsupply what is lacking in
their faith.

If you received a letter from a pastor that shat he was praying that he might be able to visit
you so that he could supply what was lacking inryfaith, what would your reaction be? If you
are like most people, you might be offended. Yaghithink, “My faith is just fine, thank you.
Who are you to say that there is something lackingy faith?”

I'll never forget a husband and wife who were rhens of my first congregation. They had not
been to church in years. The elders and | hatedishem and encouraged them to attend so that
through the word and sacrament they could growrantiin strong in their faith. They still



never attended worship so finally we asked thecotoe to an elders meeting. When they did
not come, we put them under church disciplinereBponse they wrote a letter that showed how
weak their faith had become. The letter basicsdig that we shouldn’t be wasting our time on
them, they were good people. We should be goitay #fose bad people who spent all their
time in the bars. They didn’t see that there waghang lacking in their faith. They didn’t see a
need to keep growing in their faith. As a rediniéy may not have been prepared for Christ's
coming.

What about you? Do you feel a need to keep grgwi your faith? Could you identify an area
where you are weak, or do you think that your f&tfust fine; as strong as it needs to be?

| truly appreciated our seminary professors, ehery day demonstrated to us that they had a
thorough understanding of the Bible and that they & very strong faith; and yet they would
often admit that they too had to continue to grdviney too had to struggle each day against
their own sinful nature. They too needed to cardito be in the word and to receive the
sacrament so that they would not be unprepare@liast’'s coming and, after preaching and
teaching the word, end up being disqualified far pnize.

It doesn’t matter how long you have been a @harnsor how well you think you know the
word. We have very powerful enemies. We nevemknten we will be called upon to face
persecution. We never know when we might expegehe refining fire of disaster or loss or
disease and be tempted to give up on God. Wetodselin God’s word daily at home. We
need to gather with our fellow Christians for wapsand Bible study, for in addition to the Holy
Spirit working through word, we learn from and gimed together in fellowship with fellow
Christians who can give us help and support andwagement in any time of need. We need
the constant remindef,you think you are standing firm, be careful thatyou don't fall. It's
not so important how or when you became a Chrisbanhthat you remain a Christian, for only
those whastand firm to the end will be saved

Prepare for Christ’s coming by continuing to griomiaith. Remember, God promises that the
Holy Spirit works through the word and sacramerdgsure us Jesus has come to earth, that he
has paid for all our sins, that he has risen froendead, that he is sitting at the right had of God
interceding for us and preparing a place for ust fie is with us through out our earthly lives,
and that he will come again to take us to be wih forever. As we celebrate his birth and
await his coming again in glory Paul prays thatwile overflow in love toward each other and
everyone else.

When we talk about love it's important to undanst that love is more than a feeling we have
toward someone or something. It's more than artiemo Love, true love, shows itself in
actions. We see that in God. If God’s love weggety a feeling or an emotion, we would be in
big trouble. If God’s love was only an emotion givee what would have happened when,
despite his very clear command and warning, AdathEare ate the forbidden fruit and totally
messed up his perfect creation. If God’s love wag an emotion imagine where we would be,
for we too have disobeyed God’s clear commandsgmmated his warning, not just once, but
many times.But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: \Wile we were still sinners,
Christ died for us. He so loved a world filled with sin and sinn#érat he GAVE his one and
only Son. God’s love is defined by his actions.

Paul prays for the Thessalonians and for us,ahate prepare for Christ's coming, the Lord
would make our love increase and overflow That can only happen as we experience God’s
love for us in Jesus. It can only happen whenyesonfess our sins and humble ourselves
before God, we see him pouring out his love orfargjving our sins, showering us with



blessings that we don’t deserve. As we experi€u#s love we can’t help but love him in
return. Through the word and sacrament the HolsitSpoves us to be imitators of God. As he
continues to fill us with love, God'’s love begimsdverflow and we demonstrate godly love to
others.

Love that overflows toward others shows itselé@tflessness. It seeks not its own good, but
the good of others. The Apostles point out thiat tverflowing love from God shows itself in
hospitality, in those days it was being willingtédke in a fellow Christian that was fleeing from
persecution, even if it meant putting yourselfisit.r James points out that this overflowing love
from God shows itself in a lack of prejudice, nmdking down on anyone because they are poor,
or judging someone because they are rich, not udgomeone by the color of their skin or by
their country of origin, but looking upon every @tian as someone who is equally sinful and
equally saved by Christ. The overflowing love lod early Christians showed itself in the fact
that there were no need persons among them. Aus dJeminds us that our love doesn't just
extend to our fellow Christians. He reminds ubl&ss those who curse us or who persecute us
and to pray for our enemies. We are not to segletoevenge. May the Lord cause his love to
overflow in us to each other and everyone else.

Paul’'s greatest concern for the Thessaloniangang is that when Jesus comes again we and
they will stand before the Father blameless ang. hilo one can stand before God blameless
and holy on their own merits. The only way we stand blameless and holy before God on the
last day is by having him credit the holiness &fu¥s the one who is the Lord our Righteousness,
to our account, and then give Jesus our blame,adakeins off of us and put them on Jesus.
That's the gift the Father wants to give us, athifit is received and held on to through faith
alone.

Paul’s concern for the Thessalonians and fomysgoncern for you, our concern for each
other, first and foremost, needs to be that eacls & prepared for Christ's coming. Continue to
encourage each other to grow in faith—until wetgdteaven there is always something lacking,
always room for growth. Continue to marvel at Goldve for you so that his love will overflow
through you to everyone.



