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Passages:  1 Thessalonians 2:1-12
Idea:  As fellow sheep in God’s beloved flock, let’s help one another avoid the cliffs of life.
Subject:  Pastor Paul & our role as pastors for one another
Title:  Reflections on Paul series: “Paul, the Pastor”, JJB, SPUC, 6 August 2006
About a year and a half ago David Sims, who lived here in Antalya at the time, sent me a news story about a flock of sheep that jumped, one right after the other, off a steep cliff.  David, who had the ability to laugh at just about anything, thought the story was hilarious; but the more I thought about it, the sadness of it really sunk in.
It was early one morning in Gevaş, Turkey, a city on the south side of Lake Van.  The shepherds were sitting down, as usual, for their breakfast meal.  As they were seated, probably still sipping tea and eating bread and cheese and olives, one shepherd ob​served one sheep suddenly jump off a cliff and fall to its death.  If that were not shock​ing enough, all of a sudden another sheep jumped off, and then another, and another – until nearly the whole herd of 1,500 sheep leapt like lunatics off the same cliff!
All in all, 450 sheep died from either the fall itself or from the weight of the other sheep fal​ling on top of them.  Those sheep that were in the middle or at the end of the flock were saved due to the thick cushion of fluffy creatures upon which they fell, but the 26 families that had sheep in that flock lost a combined total of more than 100,000 USD.  That’s a huge amount of money for people who earn only about 1,000 USD per year.
The sadness of this tragedy isn’t simply about the material loss, however, as disas​trous as that material loss may have been.  But this tragedy also illustrates a spiritual reality:  the fact that human beings are, in a spiritual sense, very much like sheep, as the Bible points out again and again, and we sheep-like human beings all too often lead one another and follow one another off the cliffs of life.  And unfortunate injury, needless suffering, and ultimate destruction are the all-too-common results.
That is why, several millennia ago, our loving God revealed himself as Jehovah-Raah, which could be translated in various ways – “The Lord My Feeder / Keeper / Compan​ion / Friend / Herdsman” – but has been most commonly translated as “The Lord My Shepherd.”  Reflected in this name is one of the greatest truths for the people of this fallen, cursed world:  the glorious Creator of this whole universe is willing to stoop low to be our Shepherd … to be the one who satisfies our deepest wants and who makes us to ‘lie down in green pastures.’  In order for sheep to be able to lie down, they need to have full bellies, they need to be free from fear and from bothersome flies, and they need to be at peace with the other sheep around them.  God does that sort of thing for us humans who follow him.  He nourishes us.  He keeps us safe & sound.  And he puts us in community with others with whom we can be at peace.  I don’t know about you, but the main reason I can sleep so well at night is because God is my Shepherd.
Another way that Jehovah-Raah could certainly be translated is this:  “The Lord My Pastor.”  We could understand this to be a paraphrase of the name in Psalm 23:1; and when Jesus says in John 10 “I am the good shepherd,” we could understand him to be essentially saying, “I am the good pastor.”  Jesus is the good pastor who is willing to ‘lay down his life’ for his wide-reaching congregation, to which we too belong, by faith.
The Apostle Paul sought to be like Christ in this respect.  Even though he produced from scratch phenomenal theological works such as his letter to the Romans, he was not an academic theologian who was far removed from the challenges of church life.  Even though he was in many respects a model evangelist, who won people to Christ wherever he went, he was not a single-minded soul-winner, as many evangelists are in our day and age.  Even though Paul was a pioneer and very successful church planter, that is probably not how he would have primarily identified his role in serving Christ.  Above all else he was Paul-Raah – Paul, the shepherd.  First and foremost, Paul was a pastor … a pastor devoted to leading people away from the cliffs of life and to Christ.
I would like to identify for you today seven aspects of Paul’s pastoral role which each & every one of us should take to heart and seek to incorporate into our own lives.  This is most appropriate, even for those who don’t think of ourselves as pastors, ’cause Paul does!  Did you get that?  Paul makes it quite clear that all of us members of the Body of Christ have pastoral responsibilities.  All church members have shepherding duties.
So now, here are seven aspects of Paul’s pastoral role:  1) Jehovah-Raah – our Shep​herd God – was his model.  Paul makes it very clear to the Thessalonians that when he and Silas (Paul’s companion) were with them, they were not ‘trying to please men but God.’  He spoke of their being helped by God, approved by God, and preachers of the gospel of God.  Elsewhere Paul talks about being imitators of God.  And so Paul spiri​tually fed the Thessalonians with the Word of God.  He did his best to help them keep safe and sound.  He diligently sought to put them into community with others with whom they could be at peace.  Paul labored like a good shepherd among the believers in Thessa​loniki, doing his best to create a spiritual environment in which they too could ‘lie down in green pastures.’  Jehovah-Raah of the Old Testament, and the Good Shepherd of the New, constituted the model for Paul’s pastoral role.
2)  The message of Paul, the Pastor, was the gospel.  Paul and Silas had been impri​soned in Philippi – they were chained in a dark, dismal prison.  This was after they had been “stripped and severely beaten.”  They had suffered intensely for the sake of the gospel.  Nevertheless, literally only days later, they march into Thessa​loniki and boldly begin proclaiming the same storm-brewing gospel message there.  Paul writes, “we dared to tell you God’s gospel in spite of strong opposition.”  Two other times in this passage Paul talks about preaching the gospel to them.  And what was the gospel?  Quite simply, the gospel is the message of salvation by faith in Jesus Christ.
3) The strength of Paul’s pastoral role was his character.  Even though local synago​gue and city officials in Thessaloniki eventually treated Paul like a dangerous outlaw, he de​fends his character in this follow-up letter for the sake of the gospel.  Paul did not use trickery or flattery or any kind of cover-up scheme, but he boldly proclaimed the truth, he was gentle instead of greedy, and he was devoted, hardworking, and blameless.  His com​mendable character gave Paul the pastor a power that really made a difference for Christ.

4) The motive of Paul’s pastoral ministry was love.  Paul likens their approach to the Thessalonians to “a mother’s caring for her little children.”  He goes on to say, in v. 8, “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.”  Later in this passage he likens their dealings with these young believers to a father dealing with his children.  Paul was inclined to use the parent-child metaphor in describing his relation​ship to members of the churches that he started because of his deep love for his child​ren in the faith.  We can be sure that many of these young believers were rejected by their families.  So Paul underscores again and again the family nature of the church:  Paul is their loving & committed parent, and they are to be loving brothers & sisters.
5) The nature of Paul’s pastoral ministry was service.  He did not go to Thessaloniki seeking to be served, but to serve.  While virtually all lecturers, or orators, of that day and age sought payment for their teaching, Paul insisted on supporting himself the best he could.  “As Apostles of Christ we could have been a burden to you,” he says, “but … surely you remember, Brothers, our toil and hardship; we worked night and day in order not to be a burden to anyone while we preached the gospel of God to you.”  The image that emerges here is of Paul preaching to & teaching the people while he’s making his tents!  And you thought ‘multi-tasking’ was a new concept!  Paul seemed to do just that – to multi-task – so as not to be a burden, but to serve them free of charge.
6) The measure of Paul’s pastoral ministry was sacrifice.  Paul and his partner Silas not only preached the gospel to those in Thessaloniki, but they also shared their lives with them.  This kind of sacrifice was very rare.  You see, Paul & Silas had a lot in com​mon with the philosophers of that time.  Having developed exceptional knowledge and insight about what was good and right, philosophers were expected – even re​quired – to put forth effort in helping and correcting others.  Perhaps they would do this by means of a formal lecture or perhaps a casual conversation in a nearby stoa.  But as soon as they were finished with any obligation of this kind, they would typically return to their rather solitary life of thinking and perhaps writing.  But Paul not only gave valuable insight about what was good and right, he also gave himself!  A con​temporary philosopher of Paul named Dio Chrysostom boasted in one of his literary works, titled Orations, that he gave to needy people what little that he had – bravo.  But Paul gave himself – while he worked night and day!  Moreover, Paul writes in v. 11, “For you know that we dealt with each of you (that phrase is emphatic) as a father deals with his own children.”  The point is that Paul & Silas dealt with the Thesslonians not only as a congregation, but also one-on-one.  They sacrificially gave these young believers indi​vi​dual attention. (Can you imagine having the individual attention of the Apostle Paul?)
Finally, 7) the purpose of Paul’s pastoral ministry was the glory of God.  “We dealt with you as a father deals with his own children, encoura​ging, comforting, and urging you to live lives worthy of God, who calls you into his kingdom and glory.”  Paul always came back to the doxa or the glory of God.  And in Paul’s thinking how could the Thessalonian believers – or how could we – enter into God’s doxa?  We enter God’s glory by being trans​formed from death into life, from fallen sinful beings into eternal children of God who are living lives worthy of him.  That’s how we enter God’s glory.
That concludes a good picture of Paul’s pastoral ministry (review all seven).  And that good picture gives each of us a good idea of what our pastoral role with respect to one another ideally ought to be.  Paul summarizes his expectations for the Thessalonian believers toward the end of his letter.  He says, “Encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing.  And warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, and be patient with everyone.  Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else.”

In other words, as fellow sheep in God’s beloved flock, let’s help one another avoid the cliffs of life.  This past week I happened to find online a series of three photographs.  In the first picture, a mother duck is proudly leading her six ducklings down a street, but before them in the picture is a storm drain.  Now, I know that here in Antalya there are few (if any) storm drains, but they are big drains on the sides of streets that prevent flooding during heavy rains.  In the second picture, the mother continues to walk proudly straight over the storm drain; she has no problem because of her big webbed feet.   But one of the ducklings has disappeared!  In the third picture, you see a rather stunned mother duck looking down a storm drain for her five missing ducklings.  Only one duckling made it safely to the other side.  The caption reads, “Bad Parenting.”
Well, that’s also bad pastoring!  Let’s face it, there are a lot of dangerous ‘storm drains’ and ‘cliffs’ in our fallen, sinful world.  But you and I can greatly help each other to avoid them.  With the guidance and empowerment of Jehovah-Raah and his Son Jesus Christ, you and I can help one another to ‘lie down in green pastures,’ well fed, safe & sound, and with that great blessing of relational peace in the beautiful Body of Christ.
May God help us to do his will in this way.

Amen.
