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There’s something very special about a letter. 

- not the kind that’s addressed to ‘The Occupier’ – and goes straight in the bin; 

- not the kind that’s, advertising the latest in holidays, walking gear or gardening 

equipment; 

- not the kind that contains a bill, or a special promotion, or a request for 

information…. 

but that rare commodity, that singularly uncommon article that has a handwritten 

envelope, that hasn’t been produced on a computer, but has been thought about - 

pondered over; that’s absorbed somebody’s time and energy; that’s intended just for 

you…  

Something that’s not general, but particular.  

Something that’s the product of a relationship that’s more than superficial.   

Something unique, distinctive, irreplaceable….  

There’s something very special about a letter. 

* * * * * 

The Thessalonians had been under pressure.  They were a mixed community, with 

the usual range of businessmen, artisans and peasants.  They lived in an important city 

on the Via Egnatia, the great Roman road running from the Adriatic to the Black Sea.  

Thessalonica was a great centre of commerce, strategically placed, cosmopolitan and 

diverse. 

And into this bubbling cauldron of activity had come St Paul, preaching the good 

news of Jesus Christ. Many had believed.  And many had not. 

But those who had responded to the call of Christ, found themselves separated out 

from the masses - labelled, ostracized, even persecuted.  For they’d turned their 

backs not only on the religious norms and expectations of the city, but also on the 

whole political, economic and social structure into which ‘religion’ was inextricably 

entwined. Put in a nutshell – they’d become, in an instant, out on a limb, different, 

counter-cultural.  And people noticed they were different.  And in their life together 

as a church community, they needed to work out the extent to which they stood 

apart from their community, and the extent to which they engaged with it.  
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So let’s look at some of the things St Paul says: 

First, he gives thanks for them, and reminds the Thessalonians that they’re 

chosen and beloved by God.  He praises them for their decision to follow Christ, and 

for the stand they’ve taken for the sake of the gospel; and he tells them to persevere 

faithfully in this ‘in between time’ as they wait for Jesus’ coming in glory.  In short, 

this is a letter of encouragement at a difficult time.  He affirms that there was nothing 

superficial about the Thessalonians’ decision to follow Jesus Christ:  it wasn’t a case 

of ‘in one ear and out of the other’.  No.  It made a clear difference to their daily 

lives and people could see that it made a difference, because the Holy Spirit was 

actively at work amongst them.  Putting their faith in Jesus Christ had evidently turned 

their lives upside down.  It might have put them out on a limb – they were, indeed, 

counter-cultural – and yet people saw the difference it made to who they were and 

how they lived.  And they were attracted by it. 

In short, being different bore fruit not only for the Thessalonians themselves, but for 

the Gospel and for the mission of Christ’s Church. 

* * * * * 

Secondly, Paul encourages the Thessalonians because they’ve become an 

example to all the other Christian communities round about.  He writes (vv6-8): 

 “It was with the joy of the Holy Spirit that you took to the gospel…. [and] This has made 

you the great example to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia,” (that is in the near-

ish vicinity), “[for] the news of your faith in God has spread everywhere.” 

What Paul had discovered on his travels in the region was that, instead of him having 

to tell others how impressed he was with the Thessalonians, other people were telling 

Paul what an exemplary Christian community the Thessalonians were.  The news had 

spread.  People had heard. Their reputation had gone before them.  Indeed, the 

Thessalonians stood out as a Christian community that was an example to all the 

rest.  And they were marked out because of their commitment in three particular 

areas: 

- in their hospitality 

- in their repentance and service of Jesus Christ, and 

- in their hope-filled waiting for Christ’s coming in glory 

Indeed, they had become a stunning example of the call to be a missionary church. 
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There was certainly something very special about this letter. 

I wonder what kind of letter Paul might write to you, in your church community?...... 

(PAUSE)  Think of those you worship alongside, whether in person or on zoom…. 

For what and for whom do you think St Paul would give thanks?   

Would he give thanks  

- for the warmth of your welcome? 

- for good and healthy relationships? 

- for your faithfulness, perseverance and steadfastness under pressure? 

- for your concern for the life of the wider community and their needs? 

- for clear evidence that the Holy Spirit is at work amongst you?   

For these are the things which help us to ‘stand out’ as different.  These are the 

things which define us as Christians in a culture and society that’s so often 

individualistic, fearful, full of blame, even selfish and uncaring.  These are the things 

which help us to be seen in a positive way – a way that draws people to Jesus Christ 

because they see how attractive life as part of the Christian community can be. News 

spreads.  People hear.  And they can be encouraged or disheartened depending on 

what they see and hear… 

* * * * * 

For the Thessalonians it must have been very special to receive that 

letter.  

- Paul looks at the good, and praises them for it.   

- He acknowledges the difficulties and encourages them to stand firm, focused on 

Christ.   

- He reminds them that when it comes to their call to mission, ‘who they are’ 

and ‘how they are’ speaks as loudly as any words they might say.   

- He recognizes that they are – and feel - somewhat ‘out on a limb’ and that life 

can be tough. 

But ultimately, what he reminds them is: “God loves you and you have been chosen” – 

chosen to go and bear fruit for the Gospel and to draw others to know the love and 

grace of Jesus Christ. 

And for the privilege of that calling to all of us….. Thanks be to God. 


