             


         “THE FULL GOSPEL”

                   (I Thessalonians 1:5-8; 2:4; 2:8,9; & 3:2)

“For our gospel came not unto you an word only, but also in power, and in the Holy Ghost, and in much assurance; as ye know what manner of men we were among you for your sake.  And ye became followers of us, and of the Lord, having received the word in much affliction, with joy of the Holy Ghost: So that ye were examples to all that believe in Macedonia and Achaia.  For from you sounded out the word of the Lord not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith to God-ward is spread abroad; so that we need not to speak any thing.”

“As we were allowed of God to be put in trust with the gospel, even so we speak; not as pleasing men, but God, which trieth the heart.”

“We were willing to have imparted unto you, not the gospel of God only, but also our own souls, because ye were dear unto us.”

“Ye remember, brethren, our labor and travail: for laboring night and day, because we would not be chargeable unto any of you, we preached unto you the gospel of God.”

“We sent Timothy, our brother, and minister of God, and our fellow laborer in the gospel of Christ, to establish you, and to comfort you concerning your faith.”

The one common denominator of all of these texts is that they all use the word “gospel.”     However, each of them has a different designation for it as they use the word.  Let me explore these different designations, using them to build devotional truths about the Gospel.  I will alter the order of them just slightly to produce the order I want you to see.

(1) The fourth verse of the second chapter of First Thessalonians calls it “the Gospel.”  This speaks of the solitariness of it.  The total message of Jesus Christ and His salvation is the only real, true, full Gospel there is.  There are many examples of lesser “good news” is this world, but this is the only Gospel of its kind in the world.  There are twelve or thirteen “major religions” in the world, but none of them calls its message “the Gospel.”  No, the Gospel of Jesus Christ is uniquely and exclusively “the Gospel.”

(2) The eighth and ninth verses of the second chapter of First Thessalonians give us another designation for the word “gospel.”  Twice in those verses, the message of Jesus Christ is called “the Gospel of God.”  This designation reveals the source, the sponsorship, and the strength of the Gospel.  Its source is God, and He is its only true sponsor, as well as its validating strength.  

(3) The second verse of the third chapter of First Thessalonians calls it “the Gospel of Christ.”  This reveals the Subject of the Gospel, the substance of the Gospel, and the Savior that the Gospel presents.  The subject of the Gospel is Christ Himself, as is the substance of the Gospel.  And the Savior of the Gospel is also Jesus Christ.  He is the sum and substance of the Christian message.

(4) The fifth verse of the first chapter of First Thessalonians speaks of “our Gospel.”  This expression suggests that the Gospel is meaningless to people unless it is powerfully activated personally in their lives, so powerfully that each individual can say, “This is my Gospel,” and the corporate Christian community can happily call it, as Paul does here, “our Gospel.”  This word suggests the salvation of the Gospel (the only way it truly becomes mine or ours), the stewardship of the Gospel, and the responsibility for the spread of the Gospel.  It is only my Gospel if Jesus Christ has saved me by means of its message.  When it does so become mine, I immediately become a steward, or manager, of it and its welfare is deposited in my hands.  A part of my “management” of the Gospel that has been entrusted by God to me is that I seek to do my part in spreading its message to every person everywhere.

The Gospel was first officially announced by angels.  They said, “It is good news which shall be to all people.”  The Gospel is news.  The Gospel is good news.  And it is meant for all people.  But what is the nature of the Gospel?

     I.  The OBJECTIVE BASIS

First, we can see in Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians the objective basis of the Gospel.  Verse ten of the first chapter provides an example.  In that verse, we are told that Christians are persons who “wait for God’s Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, even Jesus, who delivered us from the wrath to come.”  One commentator said, “This verse constitutes a satisfactory portrayal of the nature and scope of the Christian message and the Christian life.”  And every truth stated in this verse is like an anchor solidly placed in the main stream of human history.  These are historical facts, not abstract or nebulous ideas.  What truths are seen or suggested in this verse?

                 1.  Jesus is the Son of God  
First is the truth that Jesus is the Son of God.  We “wait for God’s Son from heaven . . ., even Jesus.”  This truth is so old to Christians that many of them simply assume it, they take it for granted — they presume upon it.  No truth at the heart of the Gospel should be allowed to become old and stale in the heart of a Christian.  It should be bathed in such thought, such meditation, such prayer, such devotion, that it flames like a burning fire.  

Jesus is the eternal Son of the eternal God.  And the Jesus referred to is the Jesus of history.  He is the Son Whom God the Father sent into the world.  The exact words of Scripture in several places are, “He sent His Son into the world.”  This means that God did not send His Son  into the world to become His Son, for He always was God’s Son.  He had no beginning.  As the eternal Son of God He existed before all things (John 1:1).  Himself uncreated, He created all things.  Himself ungenerated, He generated all things.

It was this truth, the truth of the Divine Sonship of Jesus, that drove the monotheistic Jews to try to kill Him when He lived among men.  They  understood, with no uncertainty, that He claimed to be the Son of God!  And it was such a threat to their sacred religion that they were driven to attempt murder — or at least capital punishment for blasphemy!  John 5:19 says, “Therefore the Jews sought the more to kill him, because he not only had broken the Sabbath, but said also that God was his Father, making himself equal with God.”    

In his book, The Christ of the Indian Road, missionary/statesman E. Stanley Jones wrote these words: “One night a man arose in one of the meetings in India and asked, ‘Can you put your finger on a verse where Jesus calls himself the Son of God?’  A sinking feeling went over me.  I had a rather hazy notion about where there was such a passage, but I couldn’t remember just where it was, and he wanted me to put my finger on it!  I turned to my New Testament with a prayer to find that verse.  As I opened it the first verse my eyes fell upon was an entirely different one from the one I was looking for, the one where Jesus met the man whom he had healed and asked him if he believed on the Son of God.  In the story, the man replied to Jesus, ‘Who is he, Lord, that I might believe on him?’  Jesus answered, ‘Thou hast both seen him, and he it is that speaketh unto thee.’  I read it off as if I had known about it all the time!  They never knew the quiet little miracle that God had performed to fulfill His promise that it should be given in that hour what one was to speak!  But I knew, and thanked Him.”  Jesus is the Son of God, and He clearly said so in one way or another many times while He was on earth.  By the way, the Scripture passage which Jones “happened on at a venture” is John 9:35-38.  The entire chapter, containing the story of the man born blind, is profitable in understanding the Divine Sonship of Jesus.  

Jesus is the Everlasting Son of an Everlasting Father.  Strictly speaking, no father, as such, is older than his son, and no son is younger than his father.  When did my father begin to be my father?  He began to be my father at the very same moment that I became his son.  He is exactly as old as a father as I am as a son!  So God is called “the Everlasting Father” in Isaiah 9:6, and rightly so, because Jesus is His Everlasting Son.  The weakness of the human analogy (I and my father) is in the line, “I became my father’s son.”  But Jesus never became God’s Son; He always was  the Son of God.  For Greek students, this imperfect tense verb means that “He was going on being the Son of God.”  Another weakness of the father-son analogy in human thinking is that we cannot think of a father’s son without thinking of a time of beginning for that son, but Jesus had no beginning as the eternal Son of God.  If God’s designation as “Father” is an eternal title, as it was to His Son, then the Son’s designation as “Son” must also be an eternal title, and so it is.  The implications of this truth are staggering!  Among many other things, this means that Christ’s identity as the Son of God does not mean inferiority either of person, position, or tenure.  As the Son of God, Jesus is co-existent with the Father, co-equal with the Father, and co-eternal with the Father!  Meditate carefully on these words.  “Consider what I say, and the Lord give thee understanding in all things” (II Timothy 2:7).  This truth is too crucial for us to be idle about!

So the first truth at the heart of “our Gospel” is that Jesus is the Son of God.  This is the first foundational stone in recognizing the objective basis of this Gospel.    

        2.  Jesus lived and died incarnationally
Second is the truth that Jesus lived and died incarnationally.  This means that He actually lived in this world for approximately 33 years as a man.  Though totally God, He became (also) fully man.  And as man, He lived and died on this earth.

He lived incarnationally on this earth.  The “Jesus” of the Gospel did.  “Jesus” is His earthly, human name.  “‘Jesus’ is the ‘Christmas name of God’,” someone said.  The name “Jesus” was given to him at the time of his birth (Matthew 1:21).  God came as a little baby to this little, insignificant, inconspicuous  planet earth, and His name was “Jesus.”.  

Several years ago, I read a play about “The Visited Planet,” our planet earth.  I want to quote the opening section of it.  “We join the scene as a senior angel is giving a junior angel his orientation tour of the universe.  They are moving rapidly through the galaxy. They gradually slow down.  The junior angel asks, ‘Why are we slowing down?’  The senior angel replies in a hushed voice, ‘We’re getting close to the visited planet.  See that second star on the right?’ The junior angel nods.  ‘Okay.  See the planet with the rings?  Just beyond it you can just make it out — okay, that’s better.  There it is!’  The junior angel stares off in the distance in disbelief.  ‘You’re kidding,’ he says.  ‘That’s it?  The zillions of planets we’ve sped past and that’s it?  I thought it would be bigger or brighter or something, but this is so — so ordinary!’

“The senior angel smiles and pats his partner’s shoulder.  ‘Exactly,’ he says.  ‘He delights in invading the ordinary.  And it was this place, this planet that He visited just a short time ago, what its inhabitants would call two millennia — which they feel is a long time.’  ‘Why would He visit such short-sighted creatures?’ the junior angel says with disgust.  ‘Careful,’ the senior angel warns.  ‘Part of the mystery is that someday they will rule over us and the rest of the angels.’  ‘Them?’  The  junior angel gestures at the audience, then squints, then frowns.  ‘I see what you mean about His using the ordinary.’  ‘Well, I’m just getting started and I’m already getting ahead of myself .’  The senior angel starts into a storytelling mode.  ‘A long time ago the Fallen One wasn’t fallen.  He was the fairest and brightest of all the angels.  But it wasn’t enough for him.  He wanted to be worshiped.  There was war in heaven and, unbelievably, one-third of the angels sided with the Fallen One.  They started to set up their own kingdom.’  ‘I find that hard to believe,’ the junior angel says.  

“‘Most humans feel that way, too.  Anyway, this grieved Father very much.  He had always known about this problem, and He had always had a plan to solve it, but it is as if at one point, He began a plan.  He chose this tiny little planet in the midst of the Fallen One’s Occupied Territory.  He filled it with living things — including some human beings.  And it was very good.  But they too joined the Fallen One’s revolt, refusing to listen to Father’s instructions — not just once but over and over.’  The junior angel crosses his arms and grunts.  ‘He should have just wiped them out.’  ‘Well, He did — at least most of them.  But through those that survived, He gave them another chance.  He chose a human named Abraham and his descendants to be central to the plan.  The idea was that Father would be especially close to them.  Abraham’s family would flourish, and all the tribes of peoples would see these favored people and come to see what was different about them.  And they would introduce these seekers to Father.’

“The junior angel slaps the podium. ‘What a great plan!’  ‘Unfortunately,’ the senior angel continues, ‘it didn’t work.  Well, it sort of worked.  Sometimes.  But as often as not, Abraham and his descendants forgot that their blessing was a privilege and mistook it for a right.  So The Holy One stepped out of His infiniteness to be born as an ordinary human into this ordinary human lineage.’

‘Inconceivable!  Sorry — no pun intended.’  Inconceivable, indeed, but nonetheless true — God visited our planet, and He lived here incarnationally — as a man.

But not only did He live incarnationally in our world; He also died incarnationally while He was here.  “Jesus died.”  When evangelist Billy Graham visited American soldiers in Korea during the time of hostilities there, he made it a point to go to the hospitals and talk and pray with those who had been wounded.  One day as he was visiting a hospital, he met a boy who was lying face downward in a canvas cradle because his spine had been shattered by a bullet.  A hole had been cut in the bottom of the cradle so the soldier could see through to the floor.  While Graham was talking to him, the young soldier said, “I would like to see your face, Mr. Graham.”  Billy Graham got down on his back under the cradle so the boy could look down at Graham’s face.  In a rough way this helps us to grasp the fact that God has shown His face in the face of His son, our Lord Jesus Christ, and in order that we might not miss it He stooped to the agony and bloody death of the cross.  

You see, when God assumed a human nature, for the first time in His eternal existence, He had a nature capable of mortality.  God could die because He had taken a mortal human nature upon Himself.  It is a marvel that God could die, but since He became a man, He could die.  It is a greater marvel that He would die, but it was precisely because He willed to die that He became a man.  It is the greatest of marvels that He did die — and He did!  And He died with me in mind!  “When He was on the Cross, I was on His mind!”  Marvel of marvels!

Theology aside, one of my favorite historical characters is “Father Damien” of the island of Molokai in the Hawaiian islands.  He went from his home in Europe  as a strapping young missionary to work among the lepers on Molokai.  The lepers were isolated into a quarantined colony by law.  Damien entered their world with a passion to reveal God to them and lead them to Him.  Immediately he began to minister among them in horrible nearness to their disease.  He personally washed and dressed their wounds, giving them hands-on care with complete disregard for the danger.  After twelve years of renovating the colony physically and spiritually, and giving personal care to the lepers quarantined there, he stood to preach one Sunday morning in the chapel which he had personally built.  He began his message with the poignant words, “My fellow lepers.”  One morning during the preceding week, he had spilled boiling water on his foot, and experienced little pain.  This is a symptom of leprosy, a disease which destroys the nerves which register pain, beginning in the extremities of the body.  In order to minister to lepers, Damien had risked the final price of becoming a leper himself.  Even so, Jesus was Himself “made sin for us,” dying the bloody death of the cross in a mortal human body to redeem us to God.  And it was not a matter of “risk”; it was a matter of intention, a matter of choice.  He died in full identification with us and our sins in order that His death might pay the full and terrible price for our sins.  The death He died is part of the historical foundation of the Gospel.  

            3.  Jesus rose again from the dead
Third is the truth that Jesus rose again from the dead.  “God raised Him from the dead,” verse 10 says.  Such a claim has never been made with a shred of credibility for any other person on earth.  Of the estimated sixty billion people who have lived on planet earth, Jesus Christ is the only one who has “beat the rap” of death by means of a true resurrection.  The touchstone of the Christian faith is the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.  Remove the resurrection from the Gospel and you have no Gospel at all.  

According to the New Testament, the resurrection of Christ is not so much a miracle as it is an inevitability.  “It was not possible that death could hold Him!” the writers cried.  Indeed, given the kind of Person Jesus was, given the kind of Life He lived and the kind of Death He died, it was not possible that death could keep its prey!  So His death has provided a permanent cure for sin, and His resurrection has provided a permanent cure for death.  

4.  Jesus ascended back to heaven
The fourth fact that provides a part of the objective basis of the Gospel is that Jesus ascended back to heaven.  His return is referred to in verse 10, which presupposes that when He arose, He returned to heaven.  He went back to heaven after His resurrection, and He will come back from heaven when He returns.  He went back to heaven so He could come back from heaven.  You see, His incarnation continues in heaven today.  Of course, He occupies a glorified body in heaven, but it does not prevent Him from being recognized as Himself.  

Sometimes, an advance person will go into a meeting place where a large crowd is about to assemble — to hold seats for his friends until they arrive.  So Jesus is in heaven today, holding our seats for us.  When He left the earth after His death and resurrection, He went back to heaven, where He is making intercession for us today, and from which He will return.

        5.  Jesus is coming again from heaven
Fact number five in the objective basis for the Gospel is that Jesus is coming again from heaven.  Verse ten says that Christians “wait for His Son from heaven.”  

A man recommended a play to his friend.  “It’s marvelous,” he said.  “You’ll love it.  It’s so uplifting and exhilarating.  You’ll be greatly encouraged.”  He was astonished when his friend later exclaimed to him, “I absolutely hated that play!  I thought it was terrible.  Why, the child was kidnaped, the father lost his job, and the mother ended up in the hospital.  It was so depressing!  How could you have thought a play like that was good?”  The first man said, “But that’s not the way it ended.  Didn’t you see the end?”  “No,” his friend replied, “I was so depressed, I left after the second act!”  Friends, there is a Final Act coming!  There is a Grand Finale on the way!  Don’t judge the play by observing any act before the Last One!  Don’t get overly discouraged as you watch the unfolding events along the way to it.  The plot will “sicken” substantially before the Final Curtain rings down on history, but it will improve instantly when Jesus comes!  

 
But even the Final Act won’t be good news to some people.  It has been illustrated this way.  Suppose that a kidnaper has taken your child from your home.  He is holding the child for a ransom in a hideout that he thinks cannot be discovered.  The police learn where it is, however, and surround the place.  They crash the door with drawn guns, taking the kidnaper totally by surprise.  Your child is sitting on one side of the room, and the criminal is sitting on the other side.  What are the attitudes of the people in the room to the invading police?  The attitude of the child is relief and joy.  The attitude of the criminal is fear and a  knowledge of coming doom.  The return of Christ will evoke the same opposite attitudes from people.  To the Christian, it will bring great relief and great joy.  But the person without Christ will experience every opposite emotion known to man.  Whatever the reaction will be on that day, Jesus is coming again from heaven one day, and it may be soon.  

These are the facts that form the objective basis for the Gospel.  Now we can move to the personal experience of the believer.  

        II.  The SUBJECTIVE BLESSINGS

Second, we can see in this letter of Paul some of the subjective blessings of the Gospel.  The Gospel of Jesus Christ is not a mere lineup of historical facts which people believe at a great distance, and this forms their religion.  Oh, no, far from it!  Though my faith is based on real facts which occurred in past history, the Gospel brings real and valid experience into a person’s life when he trusts in Jesus Christ.  All the benefit of the redeeming facts of history become mine the moment I believe.  Martin Luther said, “It is as if Christ died yesterday, rose again this morning, and is coming back tomorrow!”  But it is far more personal than that.  Christ died for me (Galatians 2:20); and He rose again for my justification (Romans 4:25).  Furthermore, this risen Christ actually comes to live inside the convicted and trusting sinner.  The outside Christ literally comes in at the moment of faith in Him.  The objective Christ becomes subjective the moment I am saved.  And the blessings He brings to me are beyond description.  Several verses in I Thessalonians one give examples of the subjective blessings of the Gospel.  Some of them are quite surprising.

The first list of blessings received when a sinner is saved is suggested in I Thessalonians 1:3.  Paul said, “(We) remember without ceasing your work of faith, and labor of love, and patience of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ, in the sight of God and our Father.”  What a lineup of suggested blessings for a Christian!  

1.  God is the Father of the believer
God is now his Father, and he ever lives before His loving and observing eye (“in the sight of God and our Father”).  

                                       2.  The believer is “in Christ”


He is now “in Christ,” and he shares that position, its privileges and provisions with all other believers (“in our Lord Jesus Christ”).  Though the main Performer in the relationship is Christ, the believer receives the benefits of a partnership with Him.
Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of the Sherlock Holmes character and story, was once chatting with a young actor who was playing a minor part of one of the Holmes plays.  Tongue in cheek, the cocksure, cheeky little whippersnapper suggested that he and Doyle pool their incomes and split the sum between them.  Of course, Doyle casually rejected the arrogant suggestion as if it wasn’t worth his attention.  However, the actor was Charley Chaplain!  Though Doyle had financial resources, he could have increased them substantially by that “deal.”  Even so, every Christian is in identification with Christ.  As such, he is a “co-heir with Christ” of the entire estate of God the Father, making His resources available to us!  

    3.  The believer receives the benefits of faith, hope and love

But there are three big phrases which contain equally big ideas for a Christian.  “We remember your work of faith, and labor of love, and patience of hope,” Paul wrote to these believers.  The three highlighted phrases are subjective genitives in the Greek sentence.  What does that mean?  I’m glad you asked!  The word “remembering” has three objects in the sentence: work, labor, and patience.  And each of these nouns has a genitive modifier: “of faith, of love, of hope.”  These three phrases reveal the three cardinal Christian virtues — faith, love and hope.  And in each case, the structure of the phrase shows what each of these virtues always produces.  It is the “work of faith,” and “labor of love,” and “patience of hope.”  In the first case, the meaning is that faith always produces works, love always produces labor, and hope always produces patience.  In each case, we may argue backwards, and we will always be right.  Thus, if there is not work, there is not faith.  If there is no labor, there is no love.  And if there is no patience, there is no real hope.  The one always produces the other; the other always follows the one.   Faith is simply not present if no works are present, love is absent is there is no labor, and hope is missing if there is no patience.  And the Christian is elevated into these productive cycles when he is saved!  

Analyze the last paragraph a little more intensively.  The first-named Christian virtue is “faith.”  The Greek word is pistis, from which we derive an old English word, “pith,” which means “to become one with.”  So the faith that attaches us to Jesus Christ and makes us one with Him can always be counted on to produce works.  The second-named Christian virtue is “love.”  The word is agape, the distinctive word for self-forgetting Christian love.  When it possesses a Christian’s heart, it will always produce labor (a word which has strenuous and exhausting effort at the heart of it).  And the third-named Christian virtue is “hope.”  A vital Christian hope will always produce “patience,” which is not our usual idea of mere passive resignation, but the word for aggressive endurance.  Friends, this is a tiny part of the subjective blessings which the Gospel brings, and all of that is in just one tiny verse!  I am saying to you that the Christian has a gigantic inventory of blessings and treasures because of his salvation!

These are some of the things which a Christian “gets in on” just by being saved!  He is immediately engaged in a lifetime vocation of implementing faith, hope and love, and these dynamic realities will produce works, labor and faithful endurance in his life.  These words describe incalculable blessings which an unbeliever knows nothing about.

    4.  The believer receives power, a Presence and assurance
Another set of personal blessings which derive from being a Christian is found in verse five:  “For our Gospel came . . . unto you in power, and in the Holy Spirit, and in much assurance.”  I became a recipient of God’s mighty character-power the day I was saved!  I became the repository for the Holy Spirit the day I was saved!  I was given the gift of “much assurance” the day I was saved!  What a shame if a Christian had this inventory but never looked at his “heavenly Bank Statement,” and thus lived instead like a spiritual pauper!  Christian, you are rich, but you have to write checks of faith on your account of grace.

    5.  The believer receives joy
Verse six contains yet another fabulous subjective blessing of the Gospel.  When I “received the Word of God” and was saved, I also received the “joy of the Holy Spirit.”  Remind yourself that the second “fruit of the Spirit” listed in Galatians 5:22 is “joy.”  The Christian should be filled with “the joy of the Lord” which is his “strength” (Nehemiah 8:10) all the time!  It is his birthright!  

 6.  The believer is delivered from critical danger
As if he were “capping off” the great inventory of Christian blessings listed in chapter one, Paul goes back to one of the biggest and best of all blessings.  In the last verse of the chapter, he says that “Jesus delivered us from the wrath to come.”  

What a blessing it is to merely consider this blessing!  There is a big blessing in thinking of the blessing!  Are you ready for the blessing, Christian?  The word translated “delivered” in that sentence is the word hruos, which literally means “rescued”!!!  Jesus is my Rescuer!  The word “rescue” necessarily presupposes several things, and the revealed Gospel lets us know that these are not merely presuppositions — they are staggering realities!  

The word “rescue” presupposes a critical danger.  Was I in critical danger before I was saved?  Exposed to the wrath of God, and facing eternity in hell!  What danger could be greater?  Jesus saved me “out of the wrath that is  coming” (verse 10).  God’s wrath is a kind of sword of Damocles, hanging by a thread over every unbeliever.  But this is only the future aspect of God’s wrath.  According to Scripture, God’s wrath is also a present reality, abiding at this very moment and every moment on all unbelievers and ungodly people (John 3:36; Romans 1:18).  Thus, when Jesus saved me, He saved me forever from a critical danger.  

Imagine a group of people trapped on the roof of a high-rise building which is engulfed in flames.   Apparently, the only possible way to safety is to jump to the roof of an adjoining building -- 30 feet away!  In desperation, people begin to attempt the impossible leap.  Some jump farther out than others, but all who attempt it fall to their death.  But suppose that suddenly the whirling sound of helicopter blades is heard, and there suddenly looms up over the building a helicopter, sent to be a rescue vehicle for those in such dire danger.  This is a true picture of man’s helpless dilemma in sin.  He is trapped in his condition, enslaved by sin and soon to be engulfed in eternal judgment.  He is presently condemned, and the moment of the final determination of his destiny is only a short time away.  And he can do nothing to correct his present condition or his coming judgment.  If he tries to “leap,” seeking to improve or help or save himself, he merely leaps to his own destruction.  You see, your sin caused such a chasm of separation between you and a holy God that it cannot be bridged by anything you can do.  

But Heaven’s Rescuer, the Lord Jesus Christ, has come to the “crime scene” of our sin and done what is necessary to “snatch us as brands from the burning” (Zechariah 3:2)!  If you were actually in the situation described above, would you welcome a rescuer?  Would the mechanics of the rescue operation be debated by those on the roof, or would each one “leap at the chance” to get aboard the rescue vehicle?  Would the potential victims present their personal merit or their past “good” performance as a reason for being rescued?  The questions answer themselves, don’t they?  

Also, the word “rescue” presupposes a costly deliverance.  What we have already said in this study about the Death of Christ on the Cross is a tiny look at the terrible cost that God paid to deliver me from the critical danger I was in before I was saved.  “Jesus paid it all,” the old hymn says, and that is true.  

Nearly seventy-five years ago, a strange advertisement appeared one day in a newspaper in London, England.  The advertiser said that he would pay the debts, up to one hundred pounds each,  of all who applied for the benefit offered.  A great crowd stood outside the address mentioned, but only three took the offer seriously enough to actually apply.  The consensus seemed to be, “He is just trying to make fools of all of us.”  But when it was seen that the man actually would pay, the entire crowd surged toward the door — but it was too late!  Friend, God has paid an unbelievably large price for your freedom, but His requirement is that you must apply.  The application is made as you  admit your desperate and hopeless situation, turn from your sins, surrender your self-rights to Jesus Christ, and trust Him to come in, forgive your sins, give you the gift of eternal life, and save you forever.  This is your only “role” in this costly deliverance.  You supply the helpless sinner willing to be saved, and God performs the rescue!  So a complete dependence is necessary on the part of the imperiled sinner  in order to receive the costly deliverance God has provided.  When you cast yourself on Him in the complete dependence of faith, you become the happy recipient of a consequent delight, the “joy of the Holy Spirit” (verse six) which I mentioned earlier.  

What blessings these are!  What blessings these are!  And when we see them, we have barely opened the door of the Treasury of God’s Grace!  The Gospel comes to you loaded with fabulous subjective blessings.


III.  The PROJECTIVE BREADTH
Finally, we can see in this first chapter of  Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians  the projective breadth of the Gospel of Christ.  One verse in particular reveals the intended reach the Gospel is to have, or its projective breadth.  Verse 8 says, “For from you sounded out the word of the Lord not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith to God-ward is spread abroad; so that we need not to speak any thing.”  This is another single sentence from Paul’s pen that is nearly fathomless in depth and limitless in reach.

I want to isolate the brief sentence at the beginning of this verse: “From you sounded out the word of the Lord.”  Then, I will further isolate just one word of that sentence, the single Greek word translated, “sounded out.”  The Greek word is execheo.  It is a compound word.  The last part of the word gives us our English word, “echo.”  The first part is ek, from which we get such words as “exit,” “exodus,” “excavate,” etc.  An exit is a way out; an exodus is a going out; and to excavate means to create a “cave” or an empty hole by removing something.  So the full word execheo means to “echo out.”  The first thing we note is that Gospel testimony is merely an echo given by the testifier, and not his own invention.

Several translations say that God used the Thessalonians as “a sounding board” for the Gospel; one modern paraphrase says that they were “like radio transmitters” in relaying the Gospel.  I was preaching in a church in a large city in the Philippine Islands some years ago.  I noticed a row of white (European in background) men seated together in the service.  I approached them after the service, and discovered that they were with a prominent Gospel-broadcasting radio organization, which broadcasts the Gospel over much of the world.  They were in the Philippines building a radio transmitting station to beam Gospel broadcasts into southeast Asia.  The station did not create the message it sent; it merely relayed it farther into an assigned territory.  What a picture of the role of the Thessalonian church in this text.  

But there is another meaning latent in this word, execheo.  The verb contains the idea of “sounding out as a trumpet.”  In fact, one translation says, “The Word was trumpeted forth from you.”  The Way Translation says, “From you pealed forth the trumpet-call of the message of our Lord.”  The Pulpit Commentary translation says, “The word of the Lord resounded forth like the ringing sound of a trumpet.”  Another translation says, “The word of the Lord sounded out like a clear, thrilling trumpet strain.”  So we want to learn a few “trumpet lessons” which will help us to see our responsibility in relaying the Gospel into new territories.

  1.  A Clear Sound

First, the sound of a trumpet is a clear sound.  The sound of a trumpet is unmistakable and undeniable.  It is often associated with the marshaling of troops or the fighting of a military battle.  Paul had this in mind when he said to the unsteady Corinthian Christians, “If the trumpet give an uncertain sound, who shall prepare himself to the battle?” (I Corinthians 14:8)

Here is the order in our presentation of the Gospel.  God speaks His Word, and we echo it, always outward.  So each Christian is to provide another sound wave, another reverberation, another echo, to the speech of God.  Thus we literally speak as the very “oracles” of God! (I Peter 4:11) One translation says that we are to speak as the very “outspeaking” of God Himself.  And our presentation  is merely to be a clear and ringing “echo” of God’s own message.

        2.  A Commanding Sound

Second, the sound of a trumpet is a commanding sound.  A trumpet gives a penetrating sound.  As far as I know, the sound of no musical instrument “carries” farther than that of a trumpet.

And a trumpet give a powerful sound.  You simply don’t play a trumpet if you wish to put people to sleep!  One of the members of Metropolitan Tabernacle in London asked his pastor, Charles Spurgeon, “Mr. Spurgeon, do you think that a man who plays the trumpet on Sunday will go to Heaven?”  Spurgeon wryly answered, “Oh, I wouldn’t be surprised if he goes to Heaven — but I doubt if his neighbors will.”  The sound of a trumpet may arouse people, or alarm people, or agitate people, or aggravate people, but it will not go unnoticed by them.

In the Old Testament story, the walls of Jericho “fell down flat” when the priests of Israel blew their trumpets seven times.  Today there are high-walled fortresses of unbelief, and sin, and Satanic control everywhere.  Christians need to blow their assigned trumpets clearly and commandingly, and they need to do it seven times.  That is, they need to do it indefinitely and completely — until many of those walls begin to “fall down flat.”  This is what happened through the Thessalonian Christians.  

         3.  A Controlled Sound

Finally, the sound of a trumpet is a controlled sound.  A trumpet does not play itself.  The sound of a trumpet is produced by the person who controls and plays it.  The sound of authentic Christian witness is produced by the Holy Spirit who controls the Christian and communicates through him.  

A trumpet is not a stringed instrument, but a wind instrument.  A trumpet is not essentially played on, like a violin.  It is basically played through.  If the Christian is God’s trumpet, who blows it?  Why, of course, God does!  The sound of a trumpet is caused by the breath of the player passing through it.  The authentic Christian witness is produced by the breath of God passing through the Christian.

In the text, there are two emphatic words, and they bear major emphasis.  That is, they function as a shout on the page.  The words are, “from you.”  Think carefully here.  Paul is saying, “It is hard for me to believe, it is incredible, but actually from you, yes, you,” the Word of the Lord trumpeted out, not only in Macedonia and Achaia (the two provinces into which Greece was divided), but in every place.”  

This is an absolutely remarkable thing — on at least two counts.  (1) Paul was in Thessalonica only a very short time.  The only recorded time factor is “three Sabbath days” (Acts 17:2).  However, we may be fairly sure that he was there at least a little longer than that.  The three weeks that are recorded tell us of his ministry in the synagogue and to the Jews.  But we are told that a far greater number of Gentiles believed than Jews while he was there.  So the three weeks probably marked his ministry to the Jews in the synagogue, then he moved out into the city at large and won a “mega multitude” (Acts 17:4) of Gentiles to Christ.  The term “devout Greeks” suggests that they were border-line Jewish proselytes who had become disillusioned with their own society and had gained great respect for the high moral ethic of the Jews and were considering joining them — until Paul and his team “diverted” them to Christ.  An absolute miracle of God would have been required to move these people from religion, unbelief, sin, or paganism into the missionary church they became in such a short time.  “Yes, from you, as unbelievable as it may seem, this is happening.”

(2) But there was a second handicap that made the thing even more remarkable.  After his short ministry there, Paul and his team were judicially commanded to leave the city by its leaders (see Acts 17:5-10), with Jason posting a “security bail” to guarantee their departure and agreement not to return to the city.  So the church had hardly been established when its pastor was exiled by law out of the city, and could not return.  Paul refers to this heart-breaking handicap several times in the letter (see I Thessalonians 2:17-18 as an example).  Yet, in spite of the fact that this new and struggling church had no pastor, apparently no buildings, and no mature leaders, they still were used of God to aggressively “trumpet forth the Gospel” all over their world!!  

Note a few concluding principles:

(1) The Gospel of Christ must be “sounded out” by living men.  The circulation of Christian                    literature is important, but it is not enough.

(2) A real work of grace in one place coupled with proper missionary vision and strategy will                   quickly lead to a real work of grace in other places.

(3) The Gospel can be sounded forth with greatest effect from central or strategic locations.

                  Even a trumpet will have little effect if sounded in a desert.  As an example, Thessalonica                   was the capital of Macedonia.  When it sounded forth from there, the Gospel had a      
      penetrating and powerful effect.
              Christian, will you be one of God’s trumpets?  Will you join an orchestra of trumpets, cooperating with others to sound out the Gospel to unevangelized areas?  Will you determine to be part of a concert of trumpets, a symphony of trumpets, not playing a solo, but playing on a trumpet-team for the maximum advance of the Gospel?  Remember, this kind of concerted missionary activity even from young and immature believers gets the attention of both God (enough to be mentioned in His Word!) and men (enough that the Thessalonians were being spoken about everywhere)!  Will you be one of God’s trumpets?

 AN ADDENDUM to the last point

The verb “sounded out” is a perfect passive indicative verb.  Each of these parts is a lesson in itself.

(1) It is a perfect tense verb.  This means that the action described happened and is still happening.  The action stands completed and its results are continuing on.  The verb suggests that Gospel witnessing, Gospel advance, Gospel missions, must have a deliberate and definite beginning among Christians.  If you have not personally begun such a ministry, you should do so immediately!  The verb also suggests that such a ministry must be continued.  That is, it must be maintained.  Nothing must be permitted to stop it.  It must go on until Jesus comes (which, by the way, is one of the main themes of First Thessalonians.

(2) It is a passive voice verb.  This suggests that the Word was in your hands.  Yes, it was, in effect, at your mercy!  The implication of this is staggering.  The Word of God, which is “not bound,” bound itself to your cooperation, your willingness, your commitment, your action.  It didn’t sound itself out; it had to be echoed out through you.  You see, almost every communication of the Word has been a Divine-human cooperation.  The Bible is a Divine-human cooperation (II Peter 1:21)!  The Incarnation of Christ was a Divine-Human cooperation (I Timothy 3:16)!  The Church, the assigned organ for communicating God’s Word, is a Divine-human cooperation!  Preaching, properly done, is a Divine-human cooperation!  Witnessing, properly done, is a Divine-human cooperation!  The truth is that if you are silent, about God and His revealed Word, God is silent — by His own Self-limiting choice.  The passive voice means that God has chosen to make the presentation of His Word dependent upon the human vehicle through which it is to sound.

(3) It is an indicative mood verb.  This “indicates” that this action actually happened.  In the lives of these Thessalonians, the message of the Gospel passed from theory to a thing.  It is interesting that one of the Greek terms for the Word of God, the word hrema, is translated “thing” more than once in the New Testament.  In the God-conditioned Hebrew mind, a word becomes a thing!  For example, when the angels told the shepherds of the birth of Jesus, they immediately said, “Let us go and see this thing (rhema, ‘word’) that has come to pass” (Luke 2:15).  The Word of God actually rang out like a loud echo all over the Macedonian area — through immature, struggling, growing Christians — people like you and me!    
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