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2 Thessalonians 1:1:1-12   Paul and Silvanus and Timothy, to the church of the Thessalonians in God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ:  Grace to you and peace from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

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.  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.

This is a plan indication of God’s righteous judgment so that you will be considered worthy of the kingdom of God, for which indeed you are suffering.  For after all it only just for God to repay with affliction those who afflict you, and to give relief to you who are afflicted and to us as well when the Lord Jesus will be revealed from heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire, dealing out retribution to those who do not know God and to those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus.

These will pay the penalty of eternal destruction, away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power, when He comes to be glorified in His saints on that day, and to be marveled at among all who have believed – for our testimony to you was believed.  To this end also we pray for you always, that our God will count you worthy of your calling, and fulfill every desire for goodness and the work of faith with power, so that the name of our Lord Jesus will be glorified in you, and you in Him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.

EQUALITY OF THE FATHER AND SON 

Paul’s greeting in verses 1 and 2 imply an equality between “God our Father” and “the Lord Jesus Christ.”  And we see it twice – once in verse 1 and again in verse 2.  Can you imagine my writing a letter to you and addressing it to the church of Oaks Bible at Santa Barbara in God our Father and Drew Kawiecki?  And then I went on to say, “Grace to you and peace from God the Father and Drew Kawiecki?  Do you see the point?  Paul clearly considered Father God and Lord Jesus to be equal, just as we must.  Only God can grant grace and peace.  And only God is the head of the Church, and the head of any individual church.  Here is yet another Biblical indication of the equality of the Father and the Son.
THREE SPECIFIC CAUSES FOR PRAISE TO GOD

Next notice the three things that causes Paul to continually give thanks to God for the Thessalonian church.  One, because of their greatly enlarged faith.  Two, because of their growing love for one another.  And three, for their perseverance in the midst of persecutions and afflictions. (verses 3-4) 
These are the same three things Paul praised the Thessalonians church for back in his first letter, chapter one, verse 3.  And now, these characteristics are “greatly enlarged” and “growing” despite increasing difficulties.  And Paul again highlights them as his primary reason for praise to God and encouragement to the church.

Notice Paul doesn’t mention giving praise to God for growing numbers of people attending, nor for increasing tithes and offerings, or even for their creative programming.  These would all be positives.  But no, he focused on their growing faith, love and persevering in hope.  These are what caught his attention and drew his praise upward to heaven.  And church at Oaks Bible of Santa Barbara, I want you to know that these three are what will cause God the most joy when he sees them growing in us. God always looks at the heart. (Just as He did in choosing David as King).
YES, GOD IS JUDGING US
Verse 5 tells us that these three areas – faith, love and perseverance through trials – is “plain indication of God’s righteous judgment” on the church.  These are the areas that will cause us to be “considered worthy of the kingdom of God.”   These are what please God. 

Now mind you, it is not these that will determine our heavenly destiny.  That determination is made individual by individual based upon each yielding to Jesus as our Savior and Lord.   But these three areas of our (1) growing faith, (2) growing love for one another, and (3) our persevering through afflictions, are what makes us a church worthy of representing God’s kingdom on earth.
Might you think that God is not judging us?  Remember in Revelation, chapters 2 and 3, seven churches received a “divine review” from Christ Himself of how they were doing.  Some received a glowing report and others came up short of God’s expectation.  These “reviews” should cause to evaluate how we are doing at Oaks Bible as representatives of God’s kingdom.  And this passage in 2 Thessalonians, Chapter One, gives us three benchmarks of worthiness.
IMPROVING OUR CHURCH “REPORT CARD”

1.  How do we grow in faith?  The number one way is by hearing and living out the Word.
Romans 10:17   So faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ.

So we grow in faith as a church as we saturate ourselves, both individually and collectively, in hearing, studying and living out the Word of God.  We do that collectively on Sundays in our worship service and midweek through our Connection Groups.  We can do that individually as we read and study the Word on our own, daily read our “Awake My Heart” devotionals and read through the Minor Prophets as we have suggested for this year.
Hebrews, Chapter 11 also gives us good direction on growing in faith – especially verse 6.


Hebrews 11:6   And without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him.

So we grow in faith as we (1) fully embrace God as the guiding force of our universe and our lives, and (2) as we diligently seek Him day by day, decision by decision and note that God faithfully rewards us for doing so.  As we observe God blessing us in our seeking Him, our faith grows.
2.   How do we grow in love toward one another?   The number one way is by really getting to know and care for those God has brought into our fellowship.  And that takes getting out of our own lives and into the lives of others.  Philippians 2:3-5 always points me in the right direction.


Philippians 2:3-5   Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important that yourselves.  Do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others.  Have this attitude in you which was also in Christ Jesus. 
3.   How do we grow in persevering through afflictions?   The number one way is to trust that God is in control of every situation and that He will bring you through it.  It takes trusting through trials to produce endurance.  Whatever difficulty you are going through, God is wanting you to trust Him, and even thank Him that He is in control of that difficulty.

James 1:2-4   Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance.  And let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. 
If we as a church, and as individuals in it, practice these three disciplines of faith, love and perseverance, we are sure to “get a good report card” and be growing in God’s favor!  Let’s do it!
CRITIAL DOCTRINAL TRUTHS
The remainder of 2 Thessalonians, Chapter One, contains a number of critical doctrinal truths that I don’t want you to miss.  And we want to be sure to fully embrace each as God’s truth.

1.   God will repay with affliction those who afflict you.   Verse 6 says this clearly, and also says that it is only just that God does this for you.  We are not to be the ones who repay, that is for God.

Romans 12:19   Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay,” says the Lord.

And it goes on in Romans 12 to say, “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”
The timetable or method of God’s repaying of affliction is not given – that is up to God.  It may be soon, or long in coming.  It may be in this life or in the next.  But bank on this promise – God will right every wrong against His Church, and against His children. 

2.   God will give relief to you who are afflicted.   This is the promise of verse 7.  Now the timetable for this promise is given, as when the Lord Jesus returns with His angels at the end of the Age.  This means our afflictions as a church and as individuals may not be alleviated in this lifetime, but they surely will be when we are taken up by the Lord, given new heavenly bodies and return with Him to the earth in which He will reign.  This is not wishful hope, but hope confirmed by the promise of God!
3.   There will be eternal destruction for those who do not obey the good news of Jesus.  This is scary stuff, but clear Biblical teaching.  And this promise in verse 9 tells what I believe is the ultimate definition of hell:  “away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power.”
And what is the “good news of Jesus” that one must obey to avoid this eternal destruction away from God’s presence forever?  It is personally receiving Jesus as the Savior who died on the cross to pay the penalty for your sin, and believing that Jesus is the Lord who rose from the grave.


Romans 10:9-10   If you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.  For with the heart a person believes, resulting in righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation.
We can remember these 3 critical doctrines by these 3 words:


REPAY,  RELIEF  and  RETRIBUTION

God will repay all affliction given to His chosen ones;  God will give relief to all His chosen ones; God will deal out eternal retribution to all who fail to respond to the good news of Jesus.
PAUL’S PRAYER FOR OUR CHURCH
Yes, Paul prayed this prayer for the Thessalonian church to close 2 Thessalonians, Chapter One.  But it can also be read as his prayer for every church that claims allegiance to His Son.  Let us read it together as a prayer for our church.  And may we strive to earn that good “report card” from God that will assure that this prayer will be answered for us.

2 Thessalonians 2:11-12    To this end also we pray for you always, that our God will count you worthy of your calling, and fulfill every desire for goodness and the work of faith with power, so that the name of our Lord Jesus will be glorified in you, and you in Him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.

