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A little girl had been trying for months to learn how to tie her shoes. She finally got the knack of it and was able to do it 

by herself. Her parents expected delight in the child, yet were surprised by her disappointment. Her father asked her why 

she was crying, She sobbed, “I just learned to tie my own shoe,” He said, “That’s wonderful sweetie. Why are you 

crying?” She replied, “because now I’ll have to do it all by myself for the rest of my life.” 

  God did not design us to be alone. We’re better together. The local church is a family. There are many metaphors for 

the church in the New Testament. It’s compared to a building, a body, an army, a flock. My favorite is a family. Yet, it’s 

not family as we usually think of family. It’s not 3 or 4. It’s a huge family reunion. A biblical church is not like a family. 

It is family!  

  21 times in the Thessalonian letters Paul addressed the church with the Greek word adelphoi, which literally means 

brothers. Yet, this plural noun often refers to an entire class, brothers and sisters or fellow believers. Until you 

understand that the local church is a huge family, you’ll be deprived spiritually. In the New Testament Middle East, there 

was a width and depth to families that crossed generations and included slaves, in-laws, and houseguests. A non-nuclear, 

welcoming, diverse family made the difference to all sorts of vulnerable people and modeled to an increasingly divided 

and isolated world a glimpse of the coming kingdom of God. It still does.  

  No family is perfect. The child of God needs the church family to grow, develop his/her gifts, to protect him/her, and to 

serve God. Healthy churches don’t just happen. Healthy churches require that both leaders and members fulfill their 

responsibilities. As we come to the end of Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul provides church family guidelines, 

Family Matters. Please turn to 1 Thessalonians 5:12-22 (p. 988). 

  Verses 12 & 13 specify a church family’s responsibilities to its leaders. Verses 14 & 15 specify a church family’s 

responsibilities to each other. Verses 16-22 specify each family member’s personal responsibilities. 

  Paul concludes this letter to a young church suffering persecution with practical counsel about each of their 

responsibilities in the local church family. They’re our responsibilities too. If you’re taking notes… 

 

1. A church family has responsibilities to its leaders. He’s the most famous pastor in American history, Jonathan 

Edwards (picture) who preached the sermon, Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God. It birthed a revival in New 

England. He faithfully served his church for 20 years and they fired him. Not only that, but they really fired him. The 

congregational vote was 230 to dismiss him, 23 to keep him. Over 1,300 pastors are terminated by their church each 

month, many without cause.  

  Not many years ago, a pastor was one of the most respected individuals in a community, not today. Our culture has 

little respect for anyone in leadership or authority. Personally, I appreciate anyone in a place of public leadership even 

though I may disagree with their worldview. Just by virtue of being in a public position, they’ll be attacked often with 

horrible vitriol.  

  The Message renders verses 12 and 13: “And now, friends, we ask you to honor those leaders who work so hard for 

you, who have been given the responsibility of urging and guiding you along in your obedience. Overwhelm them with 

appreciation and love!” 

  This Labor Day I’ll begin my 34th year as your pastor. Lord willing, I plan to continue until I’m 70. It’d be 

presumptuous to not consider that the Lord might have other plans. Today we want to work through this with your next 

pastor in view and for our other pastors, James Hauser and Gary Thompson.   

  God has designed for a family to have leaders, a Dad and a Mom. We’ve seen the disaster in our society of the broken 

home or a home where parents fail to parent. God has also designed for a church family to have leaders. 

  When a church doesn’t have spiritually mature leaders, it’s a disaster. A pastor isn’t a hired hand. He’s a shepherd. He’s 

to lead in a way that pleases God. In his commentary on 1 Thessalonians, Leon Morris (picture) points out that “while 

the tone is brotherly, it is big brotherly.” Included in these verses are the pastor’s responsibilities to the church family. 

What are the responsibilities of a pastor to his church family?  

  Pastors are to work hard. There’s no room for laziness in the ministry. Labor means work to the point of exhaustion. 

Pastoral ministry is spiritually, mentally and emotionally taxing. The work is never done. It involves administration, 

counseling, sermon preparation with delivery, visiting the sick, comforting the bereaved and prayer.  

  A primary responsibility of the pastor is preaching (1 Timothy 3:2). He has failed the Lord and his calling if he serves 

spiritual junk food. Study is taxing and as soon as the service is done, the next Sunday is coming.  

  Jan Karon (pictures), in The Mitford Series, writes that “Preaching is like having the baby on Sunday and finding out 

that your pregnant on Monday.” Every seven days the church family is counting on the preacher to deliver a fresh and 

powerful spiritual food.   



  Pastors are to lead. The word pastor comes from the word for shepherd. A pastor has God-given authority. The key is 

that prepositional phrase “in the Lord.” Jesus taught and modeled servant-leadership and pastors must follow His 

example. Peter states that they’re not to lord it over God’s people. Elders are not to have a domineering spirit towards the 

church family. They’re not the church boss and they’re accountable to the other church leaders. Pastors must though give 

the church spiritual guidance and set the direction.  

  Pastors are to admonish. The word admonish is to warn of bad behavior.  It means to reprove or to correct. When 

you’re in Walmart and you see a child running around screaming and throwing things, what do you think? “Where are 

his parents?” When those in the church family are openly sinning, we need to ask, “Where is his pastor?”  

  No Dad or Mom enjoys correcting. Neither do pastors. I know that I’ve spent many sleepless nights because it was my 

responsibility to correct a wandering believer. Paul is a model of both bold and mild. No pastor likes this part, but sheep 

wander. It means pointing out sin or error which isn’t always received well.   

  Pastors must also protect the sheep from danger, from wolves. There have been a few times that I’ve had to tell 

someone that they weren’t welcome in our church. One man had nearly split his previous church and was under church 

discipline. I told him that he needed to go home and straighten things out with his church. He wasn’t happy with me, but 

he did.  

  Pastors aren’t perfect. We’re sinners. The worst sinner that I know in this church is me. Yet, a godly pastor loves his 

church, desires to work hard to shepherd his church, to be a servant-leader, setting the pace and church direction, seeks to 

lovingly keep his congregation on the narrow path. That’s the calling. It’s why we need your prayer support. 

  What are the responsibilities of a church family to their pastor?  

  The church family is to respect them. “Esteem very highly” is talking about respect. It’s very American to gripe about 

political leaders. It’s very American to gripe about church leaders.  

  Please understand this doesn’t mean that you always agree or should never raise concerns or talk with the pastor about 

problems that you see in the church. Pastors miss things. They have blind spots. Just make sure that they are biblical 

concerns not a subjective opinion. We had a man years ago who’d bend my ear with, “You know, in our old church…” 

Finally, I’d had enough and replied, “You know, I think they’ll take you back.”  

  Please be warned. If you trash talk church leaders, particularly in front of your children, it has a high price. Many 

parents have turned off their children to the church because of loose tongues.  

  The church family is to love them. I continually receive calls from pastors  being attacked. Pastors need your love. 

Their wife and children need your love. Over the years your kindness to Jane and my children has meant the world to 

me. And Nancy Thompson needs your love. Dana Hauser needs your love. Grace, Gena and Grant need your love. They 

need to know you’re praying for them. Sadly, some congregations aren’t very loving.  

  Maybe you heard about the pastor who was in the hospital? The chairman of the deacons came and said, “Pastor, I want 

you to know that our deacons voted 12 to 7 to pray for your recovery.” 

  The church family is to appreciate them. This is part of esteeming. But we’re not a grateful culture. Gary has been 

with us three years. James a year. When they first came, they were new. Everything was fantastic. Newness wears off. 

We get familiar and stop appreciating.  

  The battles and burdens are many but sometimes the encouragements are few. No one calls a pastor at 3 am to tell them 

that they won they lottery and they’re giving a big gift to the church. Warren Wiersbe (picture) writes, “It is dangerous 

when a church family takes their leaders for granted and fails to pray for them, work with them and encourage them.”  

  The church family needs to discourage troublemakers. “Be at peace among yourselves.” Who are the troublemakers 

where you work? Churches have them too. Be part of the extermination team. Don’t listen to them. Urge them to go to 

church leadership and problem-solve instead of sinning and sowing discord.  

  Satan loves to distract and divide. He loves the petty. It drains energy from the mission. There are some people who 

love drama. I’ve heard of churches that have divided because the announcements were moved from the middle of the 

service to the beginning. One church had an argument on whether the church should allow deviled eggs at church 

dinners.  

  The wording Paul uses is in the form of a command. A church won’t have an atmosphere of peace unless family 

members actively seek peaceful relationships with each other. It’s work to continually build bridges of peacefulness but 

we must. A church cannot grow spiritually or please the Lord if its family members are divided or bickering among 

themselves.  

 

2. A church family has responsibilities to each other. “And we urge you, brothers, admonish the idle, encourage the 

fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with them all. See that no one repays anyone evil for evil, but always seek to do 

good to one another and to everyone” (1 Thes. 5:14-15).  



  God does not call the pastor to do the work of the church. God’s plan is for the pastor train the church family to do the 

work of the ministry (Eph. 4:12).  

  When it came to the family’s responsibility to the pastor, it was couched in terms of request. These five directives are 

strong exhortations of urgent application for the family members to apply to each other.  

  Family members have a responsibility to warn the unruly. Idle is a poor translation. This isn’t talking about laziness. 

The word in the original means disruptive, disorderly. It’s the same word used of a solider who wouldn’t keep rank and 

insisted on marching his own way.  

  A healthy family works and cooperates with each other. There are some in a church who become disruptive. It’s the 

responsibility of others in the family to lovingly correct them. Galatians 6:1, “Brothers, if anyone is caught in any 

transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be 

tempted.”  

  When we see someone going astray, we have a responsibility to warn them. Suppose you were behind a car driven by a 

friend. As you travel late at night you notice your friend’s car is drifting on the road. You suspect your friend is dozing 

off. What do you do? Do you pull off to the side and get out of the way because you don’t want to interfere? No, you do 

all you can to warn them of the danger. You beep your horn and try to call your friend on her phone. You do whatever 

you can to keep them from a dangerous situation. 

  Family members have a responsibility to encourage the fainthearted. Literally, this is “little-souled.” These are those 

who are easily discouraged and quit. Something goes wrong, someone says the wrong thing to them – they bail. They 

need to be encouraged. They must be directed to the promises of the Word. Every church family have those who are 

“little-souled.”  

  One of my favorite movies is The Blindside (picture). Michael Oher had tremendous potential, but was afraid to give it 

his all. In football practice, he was awful. The coach said, “Well, at least he’ll scare the opposing team getting off the 

bus, until they realize that he’s a big marshmallow. He looks like Tarzan but plays like Jane.” That’s when Leigh Anne 

Tuohy, played by Sandra Bullock stopped practice, pulled Michael aside and said, “This team is your family. You have 

to protect them, from them.” And she pointed to the defense. She pulled the quarterback over and said, “You need to 

protect his blind side. When you look at him, you think of me. Okay? Are you going to protect your family, Michael?” 

He said, “Yes ma’am.” The rest is NFL history since Michael was a first round draft pick for the Baltimore Ravens. That 

fainthearted brother or sister need to know we have their back!  

  Family members have a responsibility to help the weak. The Church of Jesus Christ does not believe that devilish 

Darwin doctrine of “survival of the fittest.” A pagan world had little time for the weak. The sick and poor were 

abandoned…left to die. It was those early Christians, just like Jesus, who stepped in. They were the Good Samaritans of 

that world. Are we?  

  Why did we do a supply drive for Milwaukee Rescue Mission (pictures)? To help the weak. I’ve missed our I-Fit 

Ministry to children and families with a special needs child. Too many churches don’t want them. This is what our More 

Than a Garage ministry is about.  

  Help means to come close. Middle class Christians are often willing to throw money, but don’t want to personally get 

involved. They don’t want to get their hands dirty. They’re busy. They’ll pay someone else. But helping the weak isn’t 

just writing a check. Gene Green (picture) in his commentary on 1 Thessalonians writes “Those whom society walks 

over and puts down are lifted up and given support by the church.” It’s means living out 1 John 3:17-18, “But if anyone 

has the world's goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God's love abide in 

him? Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth.” 

  Family members have a responsibility to be patient with all of them. It takes patience to be a parent and raise a family. 

A church family needs to have patience with each other. The word is literally “long-tempered.” One of the fruits of the 

Spirit is longsuffering. How’s your patience? How patient are you with your brothers and sisters? How patient is Jesus 

with you? We’re to be like Jesus with our brothers and sisters. A patient church family is a peaceful one. For many of us 

anger ignites with our impatience.  

  Family members have a responsibility to be kind not vengeful. Remember the Thessalonians were being persecuted 

for their faith. It’d be difficult to not retaliate. God has commanded us to be different. We’re to return evil with good, 

ugly remarks with kind words, frowns with smiles, and backstabbing with genuine forgiveness. If God’s people were 

gracious like Jesus, can you imagine the impact that would have on our world?  

  Remember Jonathan Edwards was fired by his church? But he got to preach a farewell sermon. Wouldn’t it have been 

tempting to have let them have it? But he didn’t. That sermon was so full of grace, kindness and love. That’s to be us. 

It’s not natural, it’s supernatural.   



  I’m convinced that one of the things that holds back God’s blessing on our churches are Christians carrying a grudge. It 

may be in their marriage or family. It’s often in the church. Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be 

called the children of God” (Matthew 5:9).  

  During a time of horrible war and brutality in the Middle East, a Muslim soldier chased a Christian woman and her 

brother until he cornered them. He brutally shot the brother and let the sister go free, but not until she’d witnessed the 

cruel murder. Later, she was working in a military hospital as a nurse when the soldier who had killed her brother was 

brought into her ward. He was critically wounded and the slightest inattention to his needs would have meant certain 

death. When the nurse realized this, a powerful temptation for vengeance raged in her mind. But as a Christian, a still, 

small voice within whispered, “Kindness.” She yielded to the Spirit’s prompting and patiently nursed her enemy back to 

health. The soldier, who recognized her, asked one day, “Why didn’t you let me die?” She replied, “I am a follower of 

Jesus and He said, ‘Love your enemies.’” 

  The Muslim soldier was silent for a long time. Finally, he said, “I never knew that anyone could have such a faith. If 

that’s what it does, tell me more about it. I want it.” Instead of seeking to get even we are to “always seek to do good to 

one another and to everyone.” Do you look for opportunities to help others in this church family, even those who hurt 

you?  

 

3. Each church family member has personal responsibilities. “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in 

all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. Do not quench the Spirit. Do not 

despise prophecies, but test everything; hold fast what is good. Abstain from every form of evil” (1 Thes. 5:16-22).  

  Jane’s Mom was recently with us for a few days. I noticed she hums. Jane hums. Why? Like mother, like daughter. 

There should be a family resemblance with God for His children. The most magnetic people on earth should be the 

family of God. We’re to be different.  

  These family responsibilities should be evidenced particularly as we gather for worship and fellowship. Paul fires off 

several short, sharp commands. These are to be true of each of us. They’re our responsibilities.  

  Rejoice. What’s amazing is that Paul wrote these to a church that was facing persecution. Joy is not based on feelings or 

circumstances. Joy is based on an unchanging relationship with Christ. Joy transcends earthly sorrows because of our 

union with Christ. French theologian, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (picture) wrote, “Joy is the surest sign of the presence 

of God.”  

  “In life, suffering is inevitable, but misery is optional.” You don’t have to look for suffering; it will always find you. 

You have the choice about whether or not you’ll rejoice. A joyless Christian is a biblical contradiction. There’s nothing 

more contagious than a happy heart. How’s your joy?  

  Pray. Jeremy Taylor (picture) said, “Pray often and you shall pray oftener.” Paul isn’t telling us to be our knees 24-7. 

This speaks of an attitude of prayer. Prayer isn’t limited to time or place. The phrase without ceasing was used to 

describe a nagging cough. We live always ready to talk to our Heavenly Father. The only way to have a joyful heart is to 

have one free of burdens and the only way to have a heart free of burdens is to give them to God. Prayer frees us from 

the anchors that can steal our joy.  

  Thankful. A redeemed person is a grateful person. Notice that Paul doesn’t say that we’re to give thanks for everything 

but in everything.  

  Did you hear about the man trapped in a porta-potty at Gettysburg (picture)? A tree fell on the porta-potty just as he 

was using it. You think you’re having a bad day. But he could be thankful that the tree missed striking him. We cannot 

always thank God for all circumstances, but can thank Him in all circumstances. Why? Because we know that all things 

work together for good to those who love God, Rom 8:28. God’s with us in the mess. He is working all things according 

to the counsel of His plan and will.  

  Our family has been carrying a heavy burden and I’m seeking to do two things. I’m praying that God will use this 

burden to teach me the things that He wants me to learn and I’m working to thank Him even though I don’t understand. 

A song that has been a great blessing to me is that Casting Crowns song, I will praise You in this storm…and by God’s 

grace, I am.  

  As Christians, we have so much to be thankful for. We must learn to count our blessings, not our burdens. God is so 

good to us! How can we be ungrateful? Even though we may not understand, we know there are no accidents for the 

children of God. Whatever happens doesn’t just happen, it’s within our Father’s sovereign will.  

  Recently, I stumbled on the words of George Matheson (picture), the blind Scottish preacher: “My God, I have never 

thanked Thee for my thorn. I have thanked Thee a thousand times for my roses, but not once for my thorn. I have been 

looking forward to a world where I shall get compensation for my cross, but I have never thought of my cross as itself a 

present glory.” 



  Be Spirit filled. The context for the remainder of these imperatives seems to be in worship. Quenching the Spirit is like 

snuffing out a candle. It doesn’t take a lot. Presumably, this quenching takes place when we crowd out God’s Word, 

prayer and corporate worship out of our lives. The result is that the Spirit’s work is diminished. When the Spirit is at 

work in our lives and church family, we have a warmth of love in our hearts, light for our minds and energy for our wills. 

He melts us together in harmony and community. He purifies us so that we abandon sin and see the goodness of God.  

  Don’t despise prophecies. In the early church certain individuals had the gift of prophecy. Remember that the Church 

had no New Testament, so God’s Spirit revealed God’s will through the prophetic word.  

    The Thessalonians were to test such prophecies against what Scriptures they had. Personally, I believe that such a gift 

was limited to the Apostolic Era yet we must be careful not to put God in a box. There are things taking place in areas of 

the world like Muslim countries that we can’t explain. Muslims are having visions of Jesus and then coming to Christ.  

  Yet, I think that this gets very personal for the American church. While we say that we value Scripture, for too many of 

us it’s an icon. We rarely read our Bibles other than on Sunday at church. We think we know what God’s Word says but 

we really don’t because in day to day living, it has little affect on our lives. When the Bible is not our roadmap for daily 

life, we despise prophecies. God’s Word must be applied to our lives and  radically alter our marriages, parenting, work, 

leisure, and everything else.   

  We must “test everything.” It means that we’re discerning. Tragically, there’s a lot of foolishness taking place in the 

professing church. Christians can be very gullible. We must be able to distinguish between truth and error.  

  Avoid evil. A hatred of wrong in every form is part of sober living. This isn’t hatred of the people who do wrong, but a 

hatred of the wrong itself. Weep for it when you see it in others. Hate it when you see it in yourself, and you’ll be living 

soberly in the light of His coming. As believers, we  are to reflect our holy Father. “For God has not called us for 

impurity, but in holiness” (1 Thessalonians 4:7).    

  Believers are to root out sin in our lives with the same tenacity that we’d seek to eliminate poison from our food. We 

need to eliminate sin that’s public and private. We must get rid of that which has to do with our behavior and that which 

involves our attitude. Evil destroys our spiritual growth and hurts our church family. If we love the family, we want to 

avoid sin. 

 

Conclusion: Christian author and speaker, J. Allan Petersen, traveled the world extensively teaching seminars on 

marriage and the family. He tells about boarding a Boeing 747 in Brazil one evening for a return trip to the U.S. He was 

just settling down to rest when the captain announced they had a serious emergency. Three of the four engines had shut 

down because of fuel contamination, and the fourth engine was struggling. They were trying to turn back and land at the 

airport. The flight attendants sprang into action and told everyone to do exactly what they said. Allan said he’d flown 

millions of miles, but this was the first time something like this had happened. They were instructed to close the shades 

on the windows and assume a crash position bent over holding their legs. No one could tell how close they were to the 

ground and the flight attendants yelled, “Prepare for impact!” Allan said everyone was praying, most of them in 

Portuguese. He found himself praying as well. He prayed, “God, thank you for allowing me to know you and to serve 

you. But oh, God, my wife! My sons. Please take care of them!”  

  Since he wrote about this scary event, obviously, they landed safely. As he reflected on his near-death experience, he 

realized he wasn’t even thinking about the broken photocopier or when he needed to change his oil. He was thinking of 

only one thing—relationships. Why? Because once you boil it down, relationships are the most important things we have 

in this life.  

  In the last few years it’s been popular for some Christians to complain, “I love Jesus, but I hate the church.” That’s 

impossible! Jesus loved the church and died for the church. He calls the church, “My church.” According to the Bible, if 

we have Jesus, we must love the church. We must love the family. We must love this church family. Let me tie it up… 

  1. Jesus Loves the Church. “as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her” (Ephesians 5:25) 

  2. The Church Loves Jesus. When the church really loves Jesus there’s no place on earth like it. I’ve been hurt by 

people in churches, but I was also healed by Jesus through people in churches. When a local church is in love with Jesus, 

it shows up in the most amazing, transformative actions. A church that really loves Jesus is one that will love each other 

and their community in deep, sacrificial ways. They long to be together. Sunday is the highlight of their week! It’s a 

beautiful thing to see a loving church in action. 

  3. Through the Church, I Came to Love Jesus – And Know that He Loves Me. It’s easy to forget this sometimes. 

Even if the church never did anything else for me, she brought me to Jesus. For that, I will love her forever. I’ve been 

saved out of hell and into heaven. And Jesus used the church – the fellowship and testimony of others who know and 

love Jesus – to accomplish that purpose. No, the church didn’t save me. Only Christ does that. But Christ has chosen to 

use the church, the church family, the people as His primary means to bring people to salvation. 



  4. Jesus empowers the Church. The church of Jesus has extraordinary, literally miraculous power, but too often we 

treat the awesomeness of the church like a job, a duty, or an embarrassment. Then we wonder where the power and joy 

disappeared to. We must see the church as God sees her.  

  Through the church, through you and me, by the presence of the Spirit working in and through us, God has chosen to 

make His wisdom known to the world. Serving the church – and serving Jesus through her – is the greatest honor we will 

ever know.  

  Do you love the Lord? Then, you’ll love His church. Do you?  

  

 


