Mennonite Church of the Servant Series on 1 Thessalonians

Sermon
Love One Another (1 Thess. 4:9-12)
Pastor Jerry Truex; July 24, 2011

A. Introduction

Today we continue our series of 1 Thessalonians. Beginning with chapter 4, Paul has shifted
focus from more-or-less praising the Thessalonians to moral exhortation.!

1 Thess. 4:1-12 is really one unit, which we divided it into two parts. Last week, we looked
first half of the unit (4:1-8) and the issue of holiness. This week, we will look at the second
half of the unit (4:9-12) and the issue of loving one another.

B. Brotherly & sisterly Love

®Now concerning love of the brothers and sisters,  ° Ilepl 8¢ tfic driaderdlog ob ypelav Exere
you do not need to have anyone write to you, for you ypadeLv vpiv, adtol yap UUelc Beodildoktol €oTe

yourselves have been taught by God to love one €ic T dyamav dArhrove, *° kel yép ToLelTe
another; ©° and indeed you do love all the brothers  a0t0 €i¢ Tavtag Tovg dbeadolc [Tovc] év OAn Th
and sisters throughout Macedonia. Maoxedovi.

Paul begins by writing the words, “now concerning” (mept 8¢), which is a phrase he
uses to address issues he has been asked to respond to.? We can guess that the
Thessalonians have asked Paul to write about the issues raised in verses 9-12.

1. “Love of the brothers/sisters” (= philadelphia)

First, Paul writes, "Now concerning love of the brothers and sisters.” The phrase,
“love of the brothers and sisters,” is just one word in the Greek, philadelphia
(drraderdia). This word combines phil- (love/friendship) with adelphos/é

(sister/brother). This is family language.

Paul is addressing the issue of whether the church should be seen as a family. The
earliest followers of Jesus saw themselves a members of Jesus’ family; and “families
in the ancient world, and sometimes in the modern, share all things in common,
often having common ownership of a business as well as a home, and helping each
other financial as need arises.”

! Gordon D Fee. The First and Second Letters to the Thessalonians (New International Commentary on the New
Testament (Kindle Edition; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 2009).

2 The phrase, “now concerning the matters about which you wrote” in 1 Cor. 7:1(cf. 7:25; 8:1; 12:1; 16:1, 12).
* N.T. Wright, Paul for Everyone: Galatians and Thessalonians (Kindle Edition. Westminster John Know, 2011).
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Apparently, the Thessalonians wonder about this. So they asked Paul, “"Should we
treat the members of the church like family, like brothers and sisters?”

2. “You are God-taught” (= theodidaktoi)

Second, Paul says, “You do not need to have anyone write to you, for you yourselves
have been taught by God.” They know the answer to their own question.

The NRSV has “you yourselves have been taught by God.” The verb is actually
present tense, so I translated it as “you are God-taught” (Uuelc Oeodidoktol éote).?

Paul is using a unique term, theodidaktoi (8codidaxtolL), which literally means God-
taught, combining theos (God) and didaktos (taught).

The word occurs here for the first time in Greek literature, so it is likely that Paul
coined the term. He may have coined the term to differentiate it from the word,
autodidaktos, which means “self-taught,” a term used by ancient philosophers.> For
Paul, what mattered was is not being self-taught, but God-taught.

This is somewhat surprising. Paul seems to be claiming they are taught by God
directly without human mediation or a reference to scripture.

If so, then Paul is suggesting that people who teach about the Way of Christ are not
necessary, though they might be helpful. The idea God directly teaches people is
supported by many biblical passages:®

John 6:45. It is written in the prophets, "And they shall all be taught by God [«al

€oovtaL movteg dLdaktol Oeod ] ." Everyone who has heard and learned from the
Father comes to me. (NRSV)

Isaiah 54:13. All your children shall be taught by the LORD [mavtag tobe viodg cov
d1daktobe Beod], and great shall be the prosperity of your children (NRSV).

* The NRSV translates €ote as a “perfective presence,” which is possible, but the ordinary sense of the present
tense is action completed at the moment of speaking.

5 Epicurus; Jacob W. Elias, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, BCBC (Scottdale: Herald, 1995) 156.

% John 16:13 When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own,
but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come (NRSV). Jeremiah 31:34
No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, "Know the LORD," for they shall all know me, from
the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more
(NRSV). Hebrews 8:10. This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the
Lord: I will put my laws in their minds, and write them on their hearts, and I will be their God, and they shall be
my people (NRSV; cf. 10:16). Psalm 71:17. O God, from my youth you have taught me, and I still proclaim your
wondrous deeds (NRSV).
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1 John 2:27. As for you, the anointing that you received from him abides in you,
and so you do not need anyone to teach you. But as his anointing teaches you about
all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, abide in him.
(NRSV)

3. Love one another

Third, Paul identifies what God taught the Thessalonians, indeed, what God teaches
us: We are to “love one another.” The phrase, “love one another,” occurs 27 times in
the NT.”

In fact, the idea that we are to love one another defines what it means to be Jesus’
disciple.

John 13:34-35. I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as
I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that
you are my disciples, if you have love for one another. (NRSV)

In addition, when we love one another, John says it proves we are born of God and
we know God.

1 John 4:7-8. Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone
who loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God,

for God is love. (NRSV)

John says one more thing. When we love one another, something else happens—God
lives in us.

1 John 4:12. No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and
his love is perfected in us. (NRSV)

Notice what 1 Jn. 4:12 says: “If we love one another, God continues to live in us.®

The verb, “lives” (uével), is in the present tense. So we can translate it as God
continues to live, continues to remain, or continues to abide in us.® When God lives

7 For example: Jn. 13:34-35 (3xs); 15:12, 17; Rom 12:10; 13:8 (2xs); 2 Cor. 13:11; Gal. 5:13; Eph. 4:2; 1
Thess. 3:12; 4:9; 2 Thess. 1:3; Heb. 10:24; 1 Pet. 1:22; 3:8; 4:8; 5:14; 1 John 3:11, 14, 16, 23; 4:7, 11, 12; 2
John 1:5.

81 John 4:12: Bedv 008elg TWTOTE TeBénTaL. XV dyam@uer GAANAOUG, O Bedg év MUY uével kel 7 &yamm odtod év
MUY TeTedeLwpérn Eotiv.

° I'm translating pével as a “progressive or descriptive present.
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in us, divine love is “perfected, complete, brought to it goal, accomplished.” When
we love, we experience union with God and God’s purposes are accomplished in us.

One guestion remains: What is the connection between “seeing God” and “loving one
another”? Why does John connect those two thoughts? What was he thinking?

4

One answer might be: Although we do not see God physically/outwardly, we do “see”
God spiritually/inwardly when we love others.

C. Specific admonitions about love

Right after asserting that the Thessalonians do not need to be taught about love, Paul
proceeds to write more on the topic anyway!*°

But we urge you, beloved, to do so more and more, ' ITlapakaiobuer de budg, adeAdol, TepLooelely
to aspire to live quietly, to mind your own affairs, HaAAOY Mool PrLroTLeloBuL novyalely kol
and to work with your hands, as we directed you, 2 Tpdooelr ta 1oL kal épyadeoBul taig [Ldlaig]
so that you may behave properly toward outsiders ~ xepolv VUGV, kabwg DUl mapnyyellapey, 12

and be dependent on no one. v TepLmatiite €DoyMUOVKG TPOG TOUG €Ew Kol
Undevog ypelav éxmte.

1. (Let cruciform love) abound more and more

First, Paul encourages the Thessalonians to let their love “abound more and more.”
He already said they showed love to “all the brothers and sisters throughout
Macedonia.” Now Paul wants them to build on this work, to increase it, and to let it
overflow.

We are left wondering exactly what they did to show love to all Macedonia. We can
guess that since the city of Thessaloniki was a center through which people traveled,
the Thessalonians became well-known for “hospitality and practical helpfulness” for
travelers and strangers.!!

Still, Paul does not describe or define “love” in this context. So we need to turn
elsewhere to learn about Paul’s understanding of love. The place to turn is Phil. 2:3-
8,% where he presents Jesus as the model of divine love.

10 pPhrasing similar to Jacob W. Elias, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, BCBC (Scottdale: Herald, 1995) 157,

11 Jacob W. Elias, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, BCBC (Scottdale: Herald, 1995) 164. If we consider Heb. 13:1ff, which
talks about “Letting mutual love continue” (H ¢Liadeddia pevétw), mutual love would include “hospitality to
stranger, identification with people in prison, respect for the sanctity of marriage, and unselfish contentment
regarding material things (13:2-5)" (162).

12 phjl. 2:3-8. 3 Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves.
“ Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. ° Let the same mind be in you that
was in Christ Jesus, ® who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be
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Phil. 2:3-8 describes Jesus’ love as cruciform love; that is, Jesus demonstrated that
divine love is self-giving and self-sacrificing for the sake of others, even to the point
of physical death or, perhaps just as hard, the death of our own ego or false self.

Cruciform love seeks the welfare of others and it is only possible when we are

e nonattached to the results of our action and
e nonattached to the selfish demands of our ego or false self.

Cruciform love is only possible if we yield or submit to God, that is, trust God so
much we don‘t worry about the outcomes of our actions, but just let God take care of
it.

I think Paul has cruciform love in mind when he speaks about love, but he doesn't
say this in 1 Thessalonians. Whatever Paul thought “love” was, the Thessalonians
were doing everything right.

2. Stop presuming on others

That is why we are not prepared for what Paul says in verse 11-12. Apparently,
some of Thessalonians were taking advantage of the love offered by the rest.!* So
Paul gives three admonitions to correct this misbehavior.

a. Aspire to live quietly
Paul’s first admonition is, “aspire to live quietly” (dLAotiuelobuL novyaleLy).

Paul’s concern is not with “speaking quietly.” Rather, the “quite” has to do
with not disrupting the lives of others.'* The “quiet” has to with not intruding
on other peoples’ lives or becoming a burden to them, which is made clear by
the next two admonitions.

b. Mind your own affairs / accomplish you own stuff

Paul’s second admonition is, "Mind your own affairs.” I would translate this,
“Accomplish your own stuff” (mpaooewv T i8w) or, as the KIS has it, “Do your

own business.”

exploited, 7 but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in
human form, & he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death--even death on a cross.(NRSV)
13 Gordon D Fee. The First and Second Letters to the Thessalonians (New International Commentary on the New
Testament (Kindle Edition; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 2009).

4 Gordon D Fee. The First and Second Letters to the Thessalonians (New International Commentary on the New
Testament (Kindle Edition; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 2009).
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It’s a call to be self-responsible and not constantly asking someone else to do
things for you. Paul is saying, "Be self-reliant and don’t manipulate other
people into doing your stuff.”

c. Work with your own hands
The third admonition is, “Work with your own hands” (épyaleoOol toic [L8loLc]
X€PoLY LUGV). Here, Paul encourages people, to the best of their ability “to

find paid employment, which Paul assumes will be manual work.”*®

If people have the ability to work and they get work, then the church will
have more resources to help those who have real needs.

3. Results
Paul says there is a twofold result.
a. That you may behave/walk properly

The first result concerns outsiders: “So that you may behave/walk properly
toward outsiders” (TmepLatite €doyMUOVKE TPOC TOLE EEw).

This is a missional concern. People who claim to follow Christ ought to walk as
he did. If we claim to be Christians, and we don't live as he did, then we
misrepresent Christ to the world.

b. That you may be dependent on no one

The second result focuses within the family of Christ: “So that you may be
dependent on no one” (Undevog ypelar €xmre).

If people tend to their own concerns, are self-responsible and self-sufficient,
then the church will be better able to care for those in genuine need.

D. Reflections
Paul tells us three things:

1. We are to let philadelphia or family love overflow throughout the church.

15 N.T. Wright, Paul for Everyone: Galatians and Thessalonians (Kindle Edition. Westminster John Know, 2011).
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2. When we “love” with cruciform love, God lives in us and God’s purposes are
accomplished through us.

3. We should be self-responsible and not presume on other people’s love to handle
our affairs.

Philadelphia, cruciform love, self-responsibility—these three things—will glorify God.



