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When we read Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians, we are reading what many 

scholars believe to be the oldest existing Christian document. Although there is no sure way to 

date this letter, or most of Paul’s letter for that matter, with absolute precision, it seems likely 

that 1 Thessalonians was written no later than about 52 A.D. and probably slightly less than two 

decades after the Crucifixion and the Resurrection. 

As Paul embarked on his church-planting mission through what we know today as the 

Middle East and Greece, he didn’t bring any copies of the New Testament with him because 

there was no such thing as the New Testament just yet. Paul had only his own personal testimony 

of his experience to work with. And we deduce from the letters he wrote that Paul had little to 

say about the life of Jesus. His almost exclusive focus was on the meaning of the Resurrection 

and what the Resurrection foretold about the future of humanity. 

1 Thessalonians is, in some ways, a rough draft. The letter introduces many themes which 

Paul will expand and refine in later letters. Paul was acting off of divine inspiration, to be sure, 

but we do see his thinking evolve as his career goes on. When I go back and read some of my 

earliest sermons, I have to confess that I sometimes cringe a little and think: “Wow! I guess I’ve 

learned some new things since I wrote this one!” 

One way that this letter stands out is Paul’s unwavering praise for the faith and 

perseverance of the church at Thessalonica. In some of Paul’s more “famous” letters, like 1 and 2 

Corinthians or Galatians, he was not afraid to criticize other churches very sharply and 
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sometimes sarcastically. We see none of that in this letter. Clearly, Paul’s experience in founding 

the church at Thessalonica and his ongoing relationship with that church after he moved on was 

quite positive. Just based on what we read here, the Thessalonians were not a troubled 

congregation and there’s nothing in the later 2 Thessalonians to contradict that observation. 

We know from the 17th chapter of the Book of Acts that it is not as if Paul’s stay in 

Thessalonica had been entirely pleasant. Paul had brought Silas along when he first went into 

Thessalonica and their success at persuading Jews and Gentiles to form a new community of 

faith together provoked a lot of jealousy and resentment among the locals. A mob formed and 

went in search of Paul and Silas with the intention of doing them severe bodily harm. It was only 

through the courage of citizen named Jason, who sheltered the two apostles and got them out of 

town under cover of darkness, that Paul survived to continue his mission. 

To go through all of that and come out with such deep love for a congregation and such 

otherwise fond remembrances says a lot about Paul’s dedication to sharing the Gospel. 

And, although Paul never states this explicitly, I think it’s clear that, from the beginning, 

Paul never set out just to convert individuals to the Gospel. He set out to create congregations. 

Paul wanted to leave behind communities of faith that would endure and prosper long after he 

had moved on to other cities to create other congregations. 

Paul detested unproductive conflict in congregations, as shown by 1 and 2 Corinthians, 

Galatians and other letters. He adored and lifted up congregations that showed mutual love and 

harmony, as shown by 1 and 2 Thessalonians. 

Why this emphasis on community building? Granted, it was a reflection of something 

very familiar to Paul in Jewish culture, the synagogue congregation. But I think that, underneath 
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the sometimes complicated and almost turgid language of Paul’s letters, there is a constant theme 

that Christianity is a faith to be practiced in community and not in solitude. 

Am I saying that it is impossible to be a solitary Christian, practicing faith completely 

outside of the context of a faith community? No. It’s not impossible. It would be very difficult 

and would require a considerable amount of spiritual strength and integrity. I, for one, don’t 

think I could make it work. 

As a pastor, I really find the last verse of our reading today inspiring: “We loved you so 

much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, 

because you had become so dear to us.” 

Share the Gospel. Share your life. They really go hand-in-hand. The Gospel sometimes 

gets so buried in dogma and doctrine that we forget its true beauty lies in its simplicity. You are 

loved by God. You are invited by God to share that love with others. That’s pretty hard to do 

sitting home by yourself. 

The early church survived some pretty serious threats and many crises, including outright 

persecution. The early church survived in large part because of Paul’s ethic that the quality of a 

congregation was measured by the quality of its interpersonal relationships. 

Today, we also suffer a severe crisis in the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Many 

congregations will not survive it. Some have already folded. 

But the history of the early church teaches us that a congregation steeped in mutual love 

and support can survive just about anything. Even in this time when we cannot meet together in 

person, Westminster is surviving and in some ways thriving. We survive because we share the 

Gospel with one another in our prayers and in what may seem like small gestures of love and 
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concern. 

Friends, we can and will come out of the other side of this very nicely if we just continue 

to share the Gospel, share our love and share ourselves. 


