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Do you love a great David and Goliath story? That’s what The Boys in the Boat (picture) is. It was one of the most 

popular sports books in recent years.  

  It’s the true account of a 1930’s University of Washington rowing team and how this nine-oared crew represented the 

United States in the 1936 Olympics in Berlin, narrowly beating out Italy and Germany to win the gold.  

  Each boy on the team: Joe Rantz, Art Schacht, Roger Morris, Bob Green, Delos Schoch, Chuck Hartman, George Hunt, 

George Lund and George Morry the coxswain (picture) was a David taking on the Goliath of the Great Depression. 

Each had to take on the Goliath of mastering rowing. Some had never rowed prior to going out for the team. They had to 

defeat the competition of others fighting for a spot and work beyond any ability they had to be chosen for the team.  

  All nine of the Washington team came from lower to middle-class families devastated by the Great Depression. They 

worked summer jobs in logging and mining, often taking high-risk assignments for higher pay to ensure they had enough 

for college tuition. Unlike their East Coast competition, they worked part time while attending classes and practicing 

rowing, perpetually hungry from the high caloric demands that the training put on their bodies.  

  It’s a powerful account of learning teamwork. As they became unified, they encourage each other, assuring each other 

they’ve got each other’s back. Finally, they see rowing “as a symphony, and each member as just one player in the 

orchestra.”  

  It all culminates with Hitler in Berlin where the 1936 Olympic Games would take place and the Nazi cover-up of their 

inhumane treatment of the Jews so as to win worldwide applause so they could host the Games. The boys defeated team 

after team. It all comes together with that final race against the German team. The victorious American Olympians 

became national heroes. Against all odds, David beat Goliath.  

  This Thessalonian church is a David and Goliath story. Against all odds, this church beat the Goliath of a culture that 

despised and persecuted them.  

  And it’s our story. Against the odds we take on a culture increasingly hostile to Christianity. Turn again to 1 

Thessalonians 1:4-7 (p. 986).  

  This is about team! Notice those key terms, “what kind of men we proved to be among you…imitators of us…you 

became an example to all the believers.” They were urged to remember not just Paul’s message but how he and his team 

lived.  

  The word “imitators” give us our English words mimic and pantomime. A mime is an actor who acts out a story without 

words. The Thessalonian believers imitated those missionaries to become models for all believers.   

  From imitators we turn to models. A model is different from a mime in that the model is forged by repetition. A model 

was a mold into which clay or wax was pressed so molten metal for castings could be poured into it and it would then 

take the shape of the mold.  

  A mime is a person. A type is a pattern. An imitator is a being. It begins with Paul to the Thessalonians, but the 

beneficiaries were Macedonia and Achaia…and 2,000 years later - us. All of us are on someone’s team. We all  mimic 

someone. We’re all models of someone and for someone. What we have here is what it takes to be a winning team.  

  God is Choosing the Crew. What team are you on? Who are you imitating? Who are you an example for? If your 

spouse follows your lead, if your family models your example, if younger Christians mimic you, if lost friends follow 

you – where will they end up? If you’re taking notes… 

 

1. Team members are chosen by God to be on His team, “For we know, brothers loved by God, that He has chosen 

you.” Were you like me? I hated it when they chose teams in P.E. Maybe you were uncoordinated. One of the ones often 

chosen last for kickball. Even then, only because there was no one else left to pick. Maybe you didn’t make the team. 

Maybe you were passed up for the promotion or turned down for a date. You’ll likely never be elected Mayor or chosen 

to compete on American Idol.  

  But you were chosen by God. Unlike the kids in the gym, God didn’t shrug His shoulders and say, “Well, I guess I’ll 

take her if no one else will.” To be chosen by God means we are His first choice and His best choice. 

  Why did God choose you? Is it your dashing good looks? Your irresistible personality? Your unparalleled wit and 

wisdom? None of the above. God chose you because of His love for you. “God loves you and has chosen you.”   

  It’s not a fickle love. The Greek indicates it’s a continuing love. It means that God will never get tired of you or that 

you’ll blow it so bad that He'll walk out on you. I love the words of Charles Haddon Spurgeon (picture), that great 

preacher of another generation. “It is a good thing that God chose me before I was born, because He never would have 

done so afterwards!” Every honest Christian would say the same thing. God does not love us because we are loveable. 

God loves us because He is a God of love!  



  Nothing gives us security like God choosing us. Salvation, from first to last, is a work of God. Let’s notice some 

wonderful facts about God choosing us. 

  Salvation begins with God. “God has chosen you from the beginning for salvation” (2 Thes. 2:13 NASV). The entire 

plan of salvation was born in the heart of God long before humans were created or the universe formed. God loved you 

before you were born knowing every sin or vile act you’d commit.   

  Salvation is because of God’s love. They were “loved by God” I like The Message’s rendering, “God…loves you very 

much.” God’s love sent Jesus to the cross for us. God’s love made Calvary possible. But it is not only God’s love that 

saves the sinner; it is God’s grace. God in His grace gives us what we don’t deserve. God in His mercy does not give us 

the judgement that we do deserve. That explains why Paul opened his letters with “Grace to you and peace from God our 

Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 1:3).  

  Salvation requires faith. “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift 

of God” (Eph. 2:8). Saving faith is rooted in God’s grace, not human performance. Saving faith or belief is more than 

just believing historical information. It’s more than just believing that Napoleon lived or World War II was a real event. 

It’s putting your full trust in Jesus Christ for today and for all eternity. This is saving faith. 

  It’s not just believing mankind has sinned, but that I’ve sinned. It’s not just admitting Christ has paid for sin, but Christ 

has paid for my sin. It’s not just knowing one can be saved by believing in Jesus, but actually believing in Jesus and 

being saved. Faith is made up of knowing, agreeing and applying.  

  Imagine someone visiting an airport for the very first time. They sit and stare out the window astonished that a metal 

machine that big could actually get off the ground. They watch another plane take off, and another and another, until 

they’re thoroughly convinced that planes can fly. At the same time, they’re also seeing other planes landing safely.  

  This idea of planes flying seems to really work. Then he notices that people, real human beings, are actually getting in 

these huge metal flying vehicles. Not just a pilot, but a whole line of people are waiting for and then entering these 

planes. He observes this even longer, watching planes take off and then others landing safely, until he’s thoroughly 

convinced that people are safe flying on planes. He now understands the idea and agrees that it works.  

  Now comes the application. The man goes to the checkout counter and buys a plane ticket. He then goes to the gate, 

boards the plane, puts on his seatbelt in his window seat and is overcome by fear and awe as the plane speeds down the 

runway, lifts off and leaves the earth behind. He understands, agrees, and then applies. He has faith the plane can fly!  

  Biblical faith is the same way. Through God’s Word one learns about who Jesus is and what He’s done. The Holy Spirit 

comes and convinces her of the truth of Scripture’s claims, that mankind can be saved through Christ. She then 

personally applies the truths of salvation through Jesus to her life by putting her faith in Him. This is saving faith – 

belief, knowing, agreeing and applying who Jesus is and what He has done for us. 

  Salvation is the work of the Trinity. As you read 1 Thessalonians, you discover the doctrine of the Trinity. Christians 

believe in one God existing in three Persons: God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. All three Persons of 

the Trinity are involved in our salvation.  

  Salvation transforms the life. How did Paul know that these Thessalonians were chosen by God? Because they’d 

turned to God from idols. They now loved and served God. They were waiting expectantly for Christ’s return.  

  When there’s salvation when there is a new life – there is transformation. It’s the difference between Cultural 

Christianity and biblical Christianity. Many will tell you that they’re a Christian. but if there is no change in their attitude 

or behavior, it’s Cultural Christianity not biblical Christianity. 

  Paul and these Thessalonian Christians had experienced this transformation. How do we know? Because Paul calls 

them “brothers.” He’s a Jew and they were Gentiles and previously idol worshippers. It’s a common term for Paul. It’s 

as common coming from his lips as a Southerner saying, “y’all.”  

  This speaks so powerfully to our day of racial and ethnic division. Do you honestly think government can solve the 

racism problem? Do you think that the schools can solve it, that we can educate it out?  

  The gospel is the cure for racism. You and I are brothers and sisters with believers from every tribe, nation and ethnic 

group. There’s no bigotry in the Church. It’s level ground at the cross. There’s no privilege. We’ll all one big mess loved 

by a loving, gracious God. Because of the gospel we are family! 

 

2. Team members are authenticated, “because our gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and in the 

Holy Spirit and with full conviction. You know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake” (vs. 5).  

  Former NBA star Charles Barkley (picture), the “Round Mound of Rebound,” as he was called, is famous for saying, 

“I'm not a role model.” In spite of the fact that kids wanted to imitate him, he didn't want the responsibility. He ignored 

the fact that his high visibility made it necessary for him to behave with some understanding that millions were watching 

him.  



  What a contrast to the words of Kris Lundgaard (picture). He and his wife are missionaries in Slovakia, “What you are 

when you are alone with God, that you are - and nothing more. You may make a great show of love and faith in church, 

singing like Pavarotti or attracting the masses to your profound Sunday school lectures. But if there is no private 

communion between you and Jesus - frequent and deep communion - then your religion is worthless.” Kris Lundgaard is 

authentic. His faith is real. He’s proven himself. It’s what Paul said about himself and his team. They were authentic.  

  One of the great malignancies in the contemporary church are professing Christians who are fake. There used to be a 

local company that sent letters to area churches asking for potential employees because they were a “Christian” 

company. They’d have prayer and devotions before the day started, but were terribly unethical. They were hypocrites. 

It’d have been better for them to have never connected themselves with Christianity.  

  Paul and his team were the real thing, role models for the Thessalonians. Not only did they talk the gospel they lived it. 

The gospel must be life-changing. It’s not just conveying information. Gospel people are transformed. It’s why there’s a 

vast difference between cultural Christianity and biblical Christianity. Embracing the gospel radically changes your life.  

  The gospel has been described as a pool in which a toddler can wade and yet an elephant can swim. It’s simple enough 

to share with a child and profound enough for the greatest minds to explore. The gospel simply is that (1) God made you 

and wants to have a relationship with you, (2) but your sin separates you from God. (3) Jesus took the punishment your 

sins deserved, (4) so if you repent from sins and trust in Him for your salvation, you will be forgiven, justified, accepted 

freely by grace, and indwelt with His Spirit until you die and go to heaven. That’s the gospel! Though you may call 

yourself a Christian, you’re not apart from trusting and committing yourself to the gospel of Jesus Christ. The gospel 

authenticates us.  

  The gospel comes in the Word. It’s possibly the most often-quoted monastic saying of the modern church. Used rightly 

to challenge an emphasis on proclamation evangelism, it’s passed into the Christian phrasebook as an almost-biblical 

reminder to remember the place of practical acts of love that demonstrate Jesus' love for the world. You’ve probably 

heard it – “Preach the gospel at all times. And if necessary, use words.”  

  Attributed to Francis of Assisi (picture), it’s not the gospel. The gospel is dependent on words, God’s Word. The 

gospel is not about how Jesus can help you with your marriage or raise your children or help you succeed in business or 

help you with your emotional problems, although He can do all of those things and more.  

  The gospel is good news. It’s message that we’re all sinners who deserve God’s judgment, but Jesus rescues all who 

believe in Him from the wrath to come. The message is God’s Word. For true conversion to take place, we must present 

the content of the gospel clearly in words that can be understood and accepted. Words matter. The gospel is first the 

Word of God. It must be articulated and verbalized. It’s a message from heaven that woos and warns. It extends an 

invitation that must be shared. The gospel must be shared using words. “For: ‘Whoever calls upon the name of the Lord 

shall be saved’. Now how can they call on One in whom they have never believed? How can they believe in one of whom 

they have never heard? And how can they hear unless someone proclaims Him?” (Romans 10:13-14. J.B. Phillips) 

  The gospel comes in power. Words are seldom enough. It takes the power of the Spirit to open blind eyes and hard 

hearts. Words spoken in human weakness need to be confirmed with divine power.  

  The Word of God is the Spirit’s sword (Eph. 6:17). The Spirit without the Word is weaponless; the Word without the 

Spirit is powerless. It was the Spirit’s power that transformed these Thessalonians from idol worshippers to committed 

Christ followers. He does the same with us.  

  The gospel comes in assurance. This gospel gave them assurance the message was true, that they were forgiven and 

eternally rescued. When Paul came to Thessalonica, they were pagan idolaters. When he left four weeks later, the 

idolatry was gone and these new Christians possessed an assurance that their eternal destinies were settled.  

  There’s a world of vital truth in this little word “assurance.” What Paul is saying here is that if you’d been a visitor in 

Thessalonica and you had come to the homes of one of these believers and asked, “Are you absolutely sure that you will 

spend eternity with God?” they’d have uniformly said, “Yes.”  

  That’s the power of the gospel. It gives, through the ministry of God’s Spirit, the inner assurance eternity is ours. 

Knowing you’re saved is not a luxury item. It’s the essence of genuine faith. The Thessalonians were marked by a love 

of the truth and it changed them internally.  

  The gospel makes us real. There was no difference between the Christ that Paul preached and the Christianity 

practiced. Truly accepting the gospel makes us like Jesus.  

  What does it mean to be like Jesus? Does it mean I have to have long hair, grow a beard and wear a robe and sandals? 

No. We’re talking about the inner qualities of Jesus. If you want to know what those are, they begin with the fruits of the 

spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, gentleness, goodness, meekness, faith, and self-control. That’s gospel transformation.  

  We’re to practice what we preach. Paul, Silas, and Timothy were men of integrity. John Calvin (picture) humorously 

commented on how preachers need to be obedient to what they preach to their congregations, “It would be better for him 

to break his neck going up into the pulpit if he does not take pains to be the first to follow God.”  



  If you’re not living to please God on the heart level, please keep quiet about being a Christian! You’ll do more damage 

for the cause of Christ if your life fails to back up the truth of the gospel. This isn’t perfection, it’s integrity. Hypocrisy 

turns people off and hinders them from seeing the truth of who Jesus is. True conversions comes through faithful 

witnesses who present the gospel in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

 

3. Team members are both imitators and imitated, “And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for you received 

the word in much affliction, with the joy of the Holy Spirit, so that you became an example to all the believers in 

Macedonia and in Achaia.” 

  Leslie Strobel became a Christian in 1979 and modeled her faith in such a way that it influenced her atheistic and well-

known husband, Lee (picture) to begin his own search for God. In his best-selling book, The Case for Christ (picture), 

he tells of his two years of intensive research that finally led him to receive Christ as his personal Savior. With a law 

degree from Yale and an award-winning career in journalism at the Chicago Tribune, Lee has the ability to answer tough 

questions raised by unbelievers and cynics. The change in his life also influenced their 5-year-old daughter Alison, who 

said, “Mommy, I want God to do for me what He’s done for Daddy.” Leslie’s faith created a ripple effect that 

transformed their whole family. 

  The structure in these verses reveals what’s to be a normal pattern for the gospel. Paul and his team had received the 

gospel. The gospel went from them to the Thessalonians, to the Macedonians (and others). This pattern of imitating 

Paul’s example, along with that of Silas and Timothy, motivated new believers in Thessalonica to imitate them. The 

word followers carries that idea. Salvation is the start. We become more and more like Jesus. 

  Remember that Gatorade commercial from Michael Jordan’s heyday, “I wanna be like, Mike” (picture)? That’s similar 

to the gospel pattern. Paul, Silas and Timothy’s theme song was “I wanna be like Jesus.” These Thessalonian Christians 

theme song was “I wanna be like Jesus and Paul.” As they shared the gospel, believers in Macedonia and Achaia had 

this as their theme song, “I wanna be like Jesus, Paul and those Thessalonians.”  Conversion has a ripple effect. Who’s 

ripple led you to Christ? Who’s coming to Christ because of your ripple? So, how do we know these Thessalonians were 

Christians? They had evidences of grace.  

  After accepting the gospel they persevered through pain. It’s dishonest to “sell” people on the gospel, that if they trust 

Christ their problems are over. Jesus said, “In this godless world you will continue to experience difficulties. But take 

heart! I’ve conquered the world” (John 16:33, The Message).  

  Affliction means “great and sore difficulty.” They saw what it cost Paul and his team. It immediately cost them. It’d be 

close to the price a Muslim pays when they trust Christ. It costs us and in this post-Christian age, it will cost us more. 

Being a Christian, sharing the gospel will bring hostility.  

  Jesus never promised us a cake walk. Martin Luther (picture) said, “If Christ wore a crown of thorns, why should His 

followers expect only a crown of roses?” Persecution is normal for most Christians throughout the world and throughout 

time. But we’re never alone in the fire. Jesus promised His presence, His power, and a permanent eternal Home with 

Him in heaven.  

  After accepting the gospel even in persecution they radiated joy. Though suffering terribly they didn’t start a 

GoFundMe page. What particularly distinguished those early Christians was the joy they had in the midst of tribulation. 

They fleshed out James 1:2-4, “Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know 

that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and 

complete, lacking in nothing.”  

  The indwelling of the Spirit is the key to joy in the midst of trials. That’s not to say that Christians never grieve or walk 

in spiritual shadows. Instead, even with tears on our cheeks, we can access a joy that comes from above. Joy in suffering 

is one of the most powerful testimonies we have.  

  After accepting the gospel they were worthy of being imitated. All of us are following someone and others are 

following us.  

  One of my most cherished memories was when Ben was a little boy. I’d snow blow the sidewalks. Ben was about three 

and he’d get his little plastic mower out and pretend he was snow blowing the sidewalks just like Dad.  

  You and I are either encouraging others to follow Jesus or discouraging them from following Jesus. Which one is it? 

That principle also applies to churches. Paul used the churches in Macedonia to encourage the church at Corinth. Is our 

church an example to other churches? This was a church of baby Christians yet they were a model for Jesus.  

  The Thessalonians imitated a pattern of faithful living displayed by Paul, Silas and Timothy as they mimicked Christ. 

The essence of discipleship is imitation. We need to remember people learn from models, what’s caught as well as 

what’s taught. An example is a pattern or a mold. A star shaped cookie mold (cookie mold) reproduces star-shaped 

cookies. All believers are to be examples of Jesus. Think about this – “You’re the best Christian someone knows.”  



  You’re an example to others. The only question is, “What kind of example are you?” Your children are learning from 

your example. Younger believers are watching how you live in order to learn how they should live. What are they 

learning from you?  

 

Conclusion: Remember The Boys in the Boat (picture)? They won because they followed the example of  legendary 

boat designer, George Pocock (picture) and their famed coach, Al Ulbrickson (picture). They encouraged each other 

and followed each other’s example.  

  Most of us know that a cross and a fish are ancient symbols for Christians. Did you know that a boat is a favorite 

symbol for the church? Signifying a vessel of salvation, the boat was often used to portray the church. The central 

portion of a church sanctuary is called the nave. The Latin word for ship is navis, and for boat, navicula.  

  Imagine that your soul is a boat with both oars and a sail. Where are you spiritually this morning? Using that boat 

analogy let me ask Four Questions. 

  Are you sailing? If you’re sailing, you’re living the Christian life with the wind at your back. God is real to your heart. 

You feel His love. You love reading His Word and sense the Holy Spirit speaking to your heart. You love praying and 

talking to Him. You look for opportunities to share what Jesus has done in your life with those who don’t know Him.  

  Are you rowing? Maybe you’re rowing. You find Bible reading and prayer more of a duty than a delight. There are 

many times God feels distant. You don’t see many prayers being answered. You may even struggle with doubts about 

God and yourself. However, in spite of these spiritually dry feelings, you don’t give up. You don’t give in to a 

temptation to quit. You keep reading and praying, attending worship, and reaching out to serve others. 

  Are you drifting? If you’re drifting, you’re experiencing all of the conditions of “rowing,” but instead of actually doing 

the work of rowing, you’re letting yourself just drift along. You don’t feel like approaching God, much less obeying 

Him, so you don’t pray or read your Bible. You give in to self-centeredness, perhaps even allowing a “pity party” to set 

in. You drift into temptation and self-indulgent behaviors. 

  Are you sinking? If you’re sinking, eventually, your soul-boat will drift away from the shipping lanes. You could lose 

any forward motion in the Christian life. Numbness of soul will set in and turn into hardness. The wrong kind of 

suffering, hardship or crisis in life could even lead to total abandonment of faith. In this metaphor there are some things 

that we’re responsible for, such as Bible reading, prayer, church involvement, sharing our faith. There are also things that 

are out of our control, such as life circumstances and sometimes, even emotional response.  

  If you pray, worship, and obey despite negative circumstances and feelings, you won’t be drifting, and when the winds 

blow again, you’ll move ahead swiftly. However, if you do not apply the means of grace, the “rowing,” as it were, you’ll 

drift, and when the storms come, you’ll eventually sink. 

  It’s great to sail with the wind at our back. Sometimes the Christian life is like that. With suffering and persecution for 

Paul and the Thessalonians, it probably felt more like rowing, even rowing in the dark. It may have appeared that they 

weren’t making any progress at all.  

  We know that they were. They were an example for us that still speaks to us 2,000 years later. God wants you, God 

wants me, God wants our church to be an example. We’re His crew! If we’re faithful, when the winds rise again, and 

they will, we will sail again before them. 

  We’re all an example. Someone is watching and imitating us. Let’s be one like Paul and these Thessalonians. The one 

who follows Christ leads the way for others.  

Only one life, so live it well, 

And keep your candle trimmed and bright; 

Eternity, not time, will tell 

The radius of that candle's light. 


