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Thank you.  Thank you for having me up here again to preach.  Today, we begin a three week 

sermon series on 1 Thessalonians.  Luke's history of the early church, the book of Acts, discusses 

Paul's visit to the city in chapter seventeen.  Paul arrived in the city with his companion Silas, 

and they preach in the synagogues the good news of Jesus Christ.  A number of people from the 

Jews, and from the Greek, and from other peoples become converts to Christianity.  Soon 

jealousy arises from the success of Paul's ministry.  The unconverted Jews in the synagogue stir 

up trouble.  Several of the Christians in Thessalonica are arrested, and those who remain go to 

Paul and Silas and say, "You better get out of Dodge because trouble is brewing."  And so Paul 

and Silas flee the city. 

Paul and Silas were among those people, those people, officials in Thessalonica said, "who have 

been turning the world upside down" (Acts 17:6).   "Turing the world upside down. "  That's 

what faith does; it turns the world upside down. 

The Thessalonians world has been turned upside down. They have become disciples, like you 

and me, of Jesus Christ. 

And so Paul and Silas, after a hasty visit write back to the Thessalonians.  They're letter answers 

a basic questions: "Now that you Thessalonians are Christians, now what?"  What does being a 

Christian mean?  What is the natural outcome of faith in Christ?  What should one do after they 

accept the gospel?  This question will be the focus of our sermon series:  Now that you're 

Christians….what do we do now? 

So here is what Paul, and Silas, and Timothy—who visited the Thessalonians a bit later – here is 

what these three saints say to them.  Listen for and hear the word of the Lord.  The first chapter 

of the first epistle to the Thessalonians: 

1 Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy,  

To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ:  

Grace to you and peace.  

2 We always give thanks to God for all of you and mention you in our prayers, constantly 3
 

remembering before our God and Father your work of faith and labor of love and 

steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. 4
 
For we know, brothers and sisters beloved 

by God, that he has chosen you, 5 because our message of the gospel came to you not in 

word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction; just as you 

know what kind of persons we proved to be among you for your sake. 6
 
And you became 

imitators of us and of the Lord, for in spite of persecution you received the word with joy 

inspired by the Holy Spirit, 7
 
so that you became an example to all the believers in 
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Macedonia and in Achaia. 8
 
For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you not only in 

Macedonia and Achaia, but in every place your faith in God has become known, so that we 

have no need to speak about it. 9 For the people of those regions report about us what kind of 

welcome we had among 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—Jesus, 

who rescues us from the wrath that is coming.
1
 

 

Preacher: The Word of the Lord. 

Worshippers:  Thanks be to God. 

 

A pivot, technically speaking, is a shaft, rod, or pin upon which something else turns.  To pivot 

in basketball is to keep one foot in place while your other foot turns.  In the military, the pivot is 

the person in a formation whom the others troops use as a reference point when changing their 

position.
2
  Now if we look at the "pivot point" in a passage, like the one we're reading today, the 

pivot is the idea around which the whole passage turns.  The pivot shows us where the passage is 

coming from and where it is going.  

The pivot point in this passage is the idea of memory.  Memory.  Paul uses the term in verses two 

and three.  There's even a slight play on words here.  Paul says, "We always give thanks to God 

for all of you and mention you in our prayers, constantly remembering before our God and 

Father your work."  The word "mention" is actually a noun very similar to the word "remember."  

A very literal, wooden translation would be, "We always give thanks to God for you making 

remembrance of you in our prayers, remembering before God…"   

Memory is an important concept in the Bible.  Scholars say it is one of the most important ideas 

in all of Scripture.  In Genesis, chapter eight, Noah and his family are in the ark, saved by God 

from the destruction around them.  And it says in Genesis 8 that "God remembered Noah" and 

thereby delivered him from the flood (Gen 8:1).  In the book of Exodus, the people of Egypt are 

groaning under the wickedness of Pharaoh.  God remembers them and sends Moses to deliver 

them from slavery (Ex 2:24).  Remembering appears again in the gospel of Luke in some of the 

most famous words of Scripture, Mary's Magnificat.  Mary has found out about her virgin 

pregnancy and is praising God for the savior who will deliver His people.  She gives thanks, in 

Luke 1:54, that God remembered His people.    There are many other examples of this in 
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Scripture—think of all the prayers in the psalms or in the prophets where people cry out to God, 

"Remember us!"  Memory is a central concept in the Holy Scriptures. 

Memory is so important because memory motivates.  Memory motivates.  When I was in college 

a few miles down the road at Brown University, I received a history degree.  There were many 

things I loved about history, but one of them was that it was inspirational.  Inspirational.  I loved 

reading about Alexander the Great or Winston Churchill.  Their deeds, say Churchill standing up 

to the Nazis, were inspiring.  It made me do things or think of doing things that I hadn't thought I 

could do before.  Since Ana and I came here a few months ago, I've been very touched by seeing 

the memory of this congregation in action.  Last Sunday, I was sitting in the pew and opened up 

the church program.  A congregant had donated the chancel flowers, and it said in the bulletin 

that they were given "to the glory of God in memory of her mother."  In memory of her mother.  

Memory motivates.  Another time, shortly after we arrived here, I opened one of the Bibles in the 

pews.  I was following along with the Scripture reading.  In every Bible in this church, there is a 

small inset placed inside the front cover.  There was a particular congregant who had been very 

friendly to us – we were just talking to him earlier that day – and this Pew Bible said that…it was 

given "in memory of his mother."  In memory.  Memory motivates.  It causes us to pivot, turning 

to do things we would not normally do. 

The memory being recalled here, in this passage, is that of the gospel.  Paul says he is 

remembering the Thessalonians (v. 2-3), knowing their election (v. 4),  knowing that they were 

chosen and beloved by God (v. 4).  He remembers, in verse 5, that the gospel came to the 

Thessalonians in power and in conviction.  Paul continues this theme into chapters two and three 

of the letter. Again and again this idea of remembering the gospel comes up, as Paul recalls his 

visit and Timothy's visit to the Thessalonians.   

What is the gospel?  Paul provides a brief summary in verses nine and ten: "You turned to God 

from idols, to serve a living and true God,
 
and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised 

from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the wrath that is coming."   

Friends, that is a short summary of the gospel.  That is the memory which motivates all the work 

that Christians do.  Once we were following the idols of this world:  money, sex, power, prestige.  

Their ways only lead to damage and death and destruction.  But there is a God  – and these two 

adjectives are very important – who is "living and true" (v. 9).  "Living" because money and 

power is not alive; these things cannot give you life.  "True" because there is nothing false in 

God.  Idols lie; idols lie.  They deceive you into thinking that satisfaction is found in them.  God 

does not lie, and God has said that all who have faith in Jesus Christ are saved.  Christ's 

resurrection, which Paul recalls in verse 10, is the promise of new life with God.  As Paul writes 

in Romans, those who have faith in Jesus Christ share in His baptism and resurrection.  They are 

forgiven of their sins and will enjoy a life with God. 
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Paul finishes his gospel account by discussing wrath: "Jesus, who rescues us from the wrath to 

come."  There are many blessings to faith. One of them is salvation from God's wrath.  It's a 

subject we don't like to talk about much.  Paul is bringing up the rescue from God's wrath, I 

think, as opposed to the other blessings of salvation, because of the Thessalonians circumstances.  

The Thessalonians are subject to human wrath.  They are being persecuted; a number of them 

were thrown into jail (Acts 17), and Paul and Silas had to flee the city.  We can't even imagine 

what it was like.  Paul is pointing out the irony of their situation.  Paul is reminding them that, 

while the Thessalonian Christians may be subject to human wrath, their persecutors will be 

subject to God's wrath. 

God is wrathful – He is coming to judge – because He hates evil.  He hates it.  It's a good thing 

that God hates evil; otherwise, evil wouldn't matter.  It wouldn't matter. We could do whatever 

we wanted, be as mean and hurtful as we wanted to be, if God didn't care about evil. But he does 

care about evil.  He hates it.   

Every book in the Bible speaks to some degree about God's wrath.  Maybe not the letter to 

Philemon, which is extremely short, but God's judgment is in view in almost every book of the 

Bible.  In each of the four gospels, for example, Jesus Christ speaks about God's judgment.  If 

Jesus Christ is God, and He is saying that there is judgment, then I think we have to believe him. 

God's wrath against evil isn't necessarily a bad thing either.  We sometimes imagine it is, but it 

doesn't upset me if Adolf Hitler or Joseph Stalin face divine wrath.  That, to me, doesn't seem 

like a bad thing.  These two individuals, I admit, are extreme examples, but they serve to prove a 

point.  God judges evil, and that's a good thing. 

Where does the gospel, our salvation from God in Jesus Christ, lead us?  Where does it cause us 

to pivot towards?  There are many things, but in this passage, Paul says that it pivots us toward 

thankfulness.  Memory of the gospel motivates us to be thankful. 

The entire passage we've read today, from verses two to ten, is one sentence.  One sentence.  

Some grammarians would say that it's two, and we don't have to go into the details why. I think 

the evidence is more convincing that it's one sentence, but either way one idea is being 

expressed. The main verb of the sentence is "give thanks."  Everything else that is said dangles 

from that verb.  We do not translate the passage word-for-word as it is written in Greek, because 

such a translation would make for some very poor English.  If we did though, it would read 

something like, "We give thanks (v.2) …remembering your work (v.3)….knowing your election 

(v. 4)…because of the gospel (v.5)…because you became imitators of us (v.6)…so that you 

became (v. 7)"…    

You get the point.  Everything in this passage is centered around the idea of giving thanks. 

Because we remember the gospel we give thanks.  The gospel pivots us from a life of idolatry to 

a life of Christian thankfulness. 
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Paul starts every letter, except one, by saying thank you.  Every letter of his starts with a 

thanksgiving, except one.  The Letter to the Galatians has no thanks offered because Paul 

specifically said the Galatians were not remembering the gospel (see Gal 1:1-10). 

Finally, we see thanksgiving as the central exhortation of this passage by asking the question, 

"Where does the thanksgiving section end? When does Paul get on with the other things he 

wants to say?"  Scholars are very divided.  Some say the thanksgiving ends here at verse ten.  

Others say that it ends somewhere in chapter two.  Others would say, and I would include myself 

among them, that the thanksgiving does not end until chapter three, verse ten.  This letter only 

has five chapters in it, which means about half the letter is devoted to thanksgiving!  I would 

challenge each of you this week to read 1 Thessalonians.  It is all of three or four pages in your 

Bible.  Ask yourselves, "Where does the thanksgiving end?"  It doesn't really end because our 

lives are to be continually full of thanksgiving. 

Friends, memory of the gospel is the great pivot of our life.  It motivates us to do the good works 

which God has called us to do (Eph 2:10).  One of these works is giving thanks.  We'll explore 

others works in the two weeks to come, as we continue to understand what it means to have faith 

"that turns the world upside down." 


