Preserving Relationships
1. Are relationships important?  There is one reason I know they are because the enemy works very hard to try and derail relationships, play havoc with them and destroy positive ones when possible.

2. In the very beginning the enemy attacked the relationship, the perfect relationship that Adam and Eve had with God and with each other.  And in one sentence it reveals how well he accomplished his goal when Adam said to God that it was THIS woman that YOU gave me.  

3. I think it was a couple young men by the name of Simon and Garfunkel back in the 1960s who sang a song with lines something like, I am a rock, I am an island, and a rock feels no pain and an island never cries.  Well a real rock doesn’t feel pain, nor does a real island cry, but the song was probably symbolism for a person and of course we know people feel pain and people cry especially when relationships are broken.

4. None of us are an island unto ourselves.  That’s not the way we were created.  I was listening to part of a program on National Public Radio this past week about a man who had served in prison on death row, one of these maximum security prisons.  He was in there like 18 years and they found out he was innocent.  

5. But he was telling how these solitary confinement cells that many of them spend their life in were no bigger than a king size bed and they had no contact with anyone in anyway.  Some would commit suicide.  Others would lose their minds, such as one man poked out his own eye and swallowed it.  With no relationships with anyone they would become demented.  We were created for relationships.

6. In our lesson we are talking about relationships established within the context of reaching people for the Kingdom.  By that I mean it talks about the Apostle Paul and his relationship to the people of Thessalonica.

7. What made these people so special to Paul was the fact that they were brought to a saving relationship with God through his efforts.  These people become babes in Christ and so in a real sense it is like having children.  

8. Most of us realize the automatic bond that takes place between parents and their newborn child.  It is much like that with a convert that you helped to find their way to God.  You care about their growth.  You hate to see bad things happen to them.  

9. And that was the situation here with Paul.  As the lesson points out a gang of thugs along with some religious leaders came in to excite opposition.

10. I might throw in here a very important secret.  Well, it shouldn’t be a secret but it kind of seems to be.

11. If you want to stay close to God in a saving relationship go to work with Him to save souls for His everlasting Kingdom and as you see babes in Christ due to your efforts along with God you will long to see them grow.  And that longing will help you to know that you need to be close to God yourself or you won’t be of any help to them.  

12. This was just a way of life for Paul.  Would someone read for us 1Corinthians 9:27? .
13. By the way this text along with so many others is positive proof against the teaching of once saved always saved.  Was Paul living in a saving relationship with God?  Yes.  Could he give it up and become a castaway?  Absolutely.  If it could happen to Paul it can happen to anyone.  
14. But you see the point we were making is how Paul knew it was important to keep himself under subjection and it this feeling had a lot to do with working for the salvation of others.  
15. Paul couldn’t stay there in Thessalonica so he wrote letters to them which we know to be the first and second books of Thessalonians.  
16. As we go to Sunday will someone read for us Acts 17:5-9?   Here we have a story of opposition brought about by pure jealousy.  Every time you have some success in doing the Lord’s work of saving souls, someone will rise up and bring trouble.  And sad to say it is often from within the church that this happens.  Please read Acts 17:5-9.
17.   In the religious world as we know sad to say more wars have been fought and are still being fought over differences in religious teachings.  One group believes they are God’s people just as the other group does and if one or the other seems to be doing better than the other it causes strife that leads to warfare.  
18. Even within a church one group of people can become jealous of another group or even one person can become jealous of another person which soon grows into groups verses one another.  
19. So that was the situation in Thessalonica.  New preaching caused some of the current religious leaders there to become jealous.  Their power and position was coming into question, or at least they felt it was. 
20. If you have ever been involved in a dispute or a split or this kind of thing you know how awful it can become.  It’s unhealthy for God’s Church.  Jesus’ greatest and longest recorded prayer was for unity, for He knew disunity works just the opposite of what He desires.  
21. But if you have a group of people who rise up to attack the message of truth or the messengers of truth will there be unity?  No.  Can you always work to bring unity back to the entire group?  No.  
22. Often times there will be a breaking away of some people who separate themselves in one way or another.  No matter what you say or do unity is not achieved until a split takes place.  I’ve seen it many times.  
23. It’s always sad to see people go, but often times such a relief to the Church to be able to get on with the real work of saving souls.  
24. One of the most significant ways to bring conflict and/or cast a bad light on or a bad light on an issue is to distort a bit of truth just a little.   That was the strategy of the leaders here in Thessalonica.  All this pointed to a disagreement about who was the Christ, the Messiah.  And that would bring in the Roman authorities for they would think someone was coming along to try and usurp the throne of Rome.  
25. Diversion through distortion.  One of the big issues facing our church today worldwide is using this tactic.  
26. Distortion is such an easy thing to do.  You can do it while quoting words of authority whether it be the Bible, the Spirit of Prophecy or Church policies.  
27. It often is such a subtle distortion that those giving it believe in it 100%.  And what you have is what the Bible refers to as people believing a lie.  
28. Diversion through distortion that leads to division. 
29. Have people in the past and even in our present day questioned our teachings on the sanctuary for example?  Surely.  Subtle little distortions here or there convince people that what we have taught for well over 100 years just isn’t true.  
30. The enemy accomplishes exactly what he wanted and bodies of people have left God’s remnant Church.  
31. Our lesson is entitled Preserving Relationships.  Preserving relationships must be based on truth.  Jesus is truth.  If we truly rally around Jesus and His truth we will have preserved relationships.  
32. We can have differences of opinions now and then on issues and work through these as long as we all are connected to Christ.  Humble connection to Christ, willing to share and receive, give and take and pray.  Much good can come out of that kind of relationships.  
33. But as soon as there is someone who takes to his or her own road you will find failing relationships.  
34. We shouldn’t hurt one another in the church.  Do you agree with that statement?  I’ve been guilty of doing that a time or two and it was something I had to really repent of.  But mostly we should not hurt one another in the church.
35. I remember a song my parents used to like and of course that was quite a long time ago, but a couple of lines went something like this.  “You always hurt the one you love and, the one you shouldn’t hurt at all.”
36. Actually there was a lot of truth in those song lines.  Failed relationships happen all the time between people who ought to love one another and in fact have loved one another.  
37. I think we need to be intentional about our love for one another.  This means we need to be on guard for just the opposite kind of thing rising up to bring problems.  
38. By that I mean something like this.  This is a case of being intentional about showing love for one we should love.
39. A young couple finally got to the place where they could afford to buy a new car.  It was such an exciting time for them, their first new car.  Nothing like the smell and feel of a new car right?  
40. A week or two after they had their car the wife was out driving the car by herself.  It was her first time taking the car by herself.  Of course she was excited.
41. But as she was  driving she had the misfortune of running into another car. A fender bender.  Nothing like a fender bender to ruin your day and here it was her first time driving their new car all alone.  
42. She got out of the car and was crying and the gentleman in the other car was an older fellow and was trying to calm her down reassuring her that everyone was okay and things would be okay.  
43. She related how it was her first time out with the car crying as she shared her story.  The gentleman was very kind and talked with her and was able to get her calmed down to the point where he said well, we need to get our insurance papers out and do what we need to do.
44. So she went to the glove compartment of her car and got out the packet of papers where the insurance papers would be.  
45. As she opened up the packet there to greet her eyes were hand written words in big letters saying this.  “Remember honey, in case of an accident, it is you I love, not the car.”
46. Wow, there is an act of intentional love towards one he should love and did love.  
47. If we are intentional about our love to God foremost above everything that is the right place to start.  After that intentional love should be extended to those we love.  That should include those in our church.  
48. Some might say, but how am I to love someone who is teaching error?  They need to be corrected.  Well, there may be some truth to that, but it’s how we go about it that is important.  It must be done only in love.  
49. Jesus loved those who were hammering nails into His hands and feet.  He loved those religious leaders who mocked Him.  That love changed a few hearts.  But had He not showed love but only retaliation, no one would have accepted Him.  
50. His actions were the highest degree of intentional love.  That needs to be our highest aim.  
51. But we could conclude very quickly that the leaders in Thessalonica had lost sight of this kind of intentional love.  And it is an easy thing to do.  
52. No doubt being religious leaders they had ambition and plans and things like that that begin to muddy the waters if we are not careful.  The  ambition and plans can become bigger than leading religiously in the right way.  
53. It’s so easy to set our own agendas and once we do that come what may we push the agenda and if anything comes along to challenge our plans, well it can become a real problem.  
54. Don’t get me wrong, we need ambition, we need plans, we need agendas and goals and all of that.  But they need to be kept within the confines of the real purpose for religion.  
55. The real purpose includes helping people establish right relationships with God and His children.  
56. And if somebody comes forward with a different plan or message as it seems that the Apostle Paul did then what we should do is weigh it out, study it examine it and if there be genuine light and truth in it embrace it.  
57. And if there is no light in what is coming in, then we need to address it in a manner that is in keeping with God’s will and His ways of dealing with error.  
58. As we move into Monday’s lesson entitled The Episode in Berea over half of the day’s lesson continues with what we have been talking about on Sunday.
59. It brings out though that persecution can be a two-way street.  And I’m sure we have all seen this happen.  Well maybe some of you haven’t and that would be a good thing.
60. But as it points out how the persecution that Paul met in Thessalonica was malicious there were some of the new believers there that added to the problem with their unruly actions.  
61. Paul chastises them, loving, but forcefully.  Chastisement in this manner is important to preserve relationships if they are able to be preserved.
62. But now to the Bereans.  We have a different situation here.  They are much more exemplar to the extent we have book stores named after them right?    
63. Will someone read for us Acts 17:10-15?  .
64. While they are looking that up I would just like to say that we have two different aspects to the Bereans.  One, we are told about how admirable they are in believing the Word of God and the other has to do with how this belief was challenged.  So let’s read that text now.
65. When you have some solid commitments to the Lord you can know that there will be opposition in some way soon to follow.  
66. So yes the people of Berea were solid good Bible believing people.  Their opposition came quickly from some Jews of Thessalonica.
67. In essence this was not as bad as it gets though.  Let me explain.  There are different forms of opposition and when it came like this so direct and to the point that everyone knew what was happening it was dealt with.
68. Even though Paul had to move on Silas and Timothy were allowed to stay on to encourage these new believers.  
69. But allow me to share a couple of other degrees of opposition that sometimes takes place.  The opposition is more insidious in nature at times.
70. One time in another Conference several years ago we were conducting evangelistic meetings in the church where I was pastor.  We had rented an old theatre right down town that had closed down.  It was a great place to have meetings.  
71. We had a guest evangelist and he had lots of projectors slides and screens.  The crowd came out in response to the advertising that we had done.
72. I had just met an individual who showed interest in our church.  I had a few visits with him and invited him to our meetings.  We even provided transportation for him since he didn’t own a car.  Of course we were excited to have him come.  
73. Everything was good for a few nights but after about the 4th or 5th night we found out that after the meetings while he was waiting for his ride home he was mingling with the crowd.  He found out who the visitors were and started slamming the things that were being taught in the meetings.  He was there only to infiltrate our meetings to do them evil.  
74. Of course we put a stop to that and all we had to do was stop bringing him to the meetings.  
75. This was a situation that wasn’t quite as direct as the Jews that came to argue against the truths that the Bereans had embraced.  We have to be aware that the enemy works in this way often.  
76. And then another example to show you that it even becomes more insidious in nature.
77. Some years ago I met a fellow in a church that seemed to be an upstanding church member.  He was an eloquent kind of individual in appearance and communication.  But the very first time I had the opportunity to spend a little time in visitation with him I felt a certain uneasiness with him.  I couldn’t quite say why but it was as though he was too smooth in his religiosity.  
78. In time I found out that this person indeed was a smooth operator.  He visited many different churches and became acquainted with people who he would enlist in what is basically called a ponzy scheme.  
79. He was so good that even though several people in different places had been ripped off of many thousands of dollars nobody would have enough to bring him to task.  
80. He even brought some people into the church.  He knew the teachings very well.  But it was all a scam.  And much damage has been done to God’s Church.  
81. Opposition comes in many different shapes and sizes and forms.  Our title this week I remind us is Preserving Relationships.  These are the kinds of relationships we do not need to preserve, but preserve foremost of all is our relationship with God in such a way that like the Bereans we will not be led astray.  
82. You will recall the Apostle Paul giving counsel in a few places to have nothing to do with so and so for they were basically dangerous people spiritually speaking.  
83. There are times that kind of thing still happens.  As we work with people and establish relationship with them it becomes obvious that they are not interested in embracing truth, but only challenging it.  
84. Whereas I suppose we can always pray for individuals like this it would be detrimental to our own spiritual conditions to associate with them on a continual basis.  
85. Down through the decades of our church of course there have been some people who get off on their own thing and have actually started what we would call offshoots.  
86. The Church is not perfect, but its message from the Bible surely is.
87. Back in Bible times which our lesson is referring to the special area of conflict was whether Jesus was the real Messiah.  Some of the Jewish leaders of course continue to contend that He was not.  
88. The Biblical body of truth and prophetic fulfillment was clear evidence that Jesus was Messiah.  Just as there is clear evidence that God has a remnant people today with an end time message.  
89. And Biblically speaking there is not a remnant to the remnant to the remnant as some groups seem to try and make you think.  
90. As we move on to Tuesday’s lesson entitled Interlude in Athens we find Paul in this city.  What did he do?  He didn’t start out by preaching or teaching, he learned about the city in which he resided.  He made the rounds to get some history of the place and what was important to these people.  In other words he learned about the people there and what made them tick.  
91. How important is that?  As those in sales who are really good how important this kind of thing is.  I have a relative by marriage who is a super salesman.  He relates to people on their turf so well that he is always the top salesman in the company.  
92. He does things that would look like a waste of time to some of us, but believe me it pays off royally to him.  He does it so genuinely.  It’s not a put on thing, he actually really enjoys the people.  
93. It is important when preserving relationships with people that we get off to a good start with them in the first place.  
94. By the time Paul is invited to address them in the place where this kind of thing often took place he was in a good position in that he knew much about the city and even more important than that he knew what subject to start talking about when it got around to theological issues.  He would begin with something that was of intense interest to them, Creation.  
95. Is that a good thing to do?  Absolutely.  How many times we are told that we should begin talking about things with people that we can agree upon.  When you agree upon important topics with people it helps to form a bond with them.  
96. So that by the time you come to subjects where there are differences there will be more of a readiness at least to hear you out.  
97. Even after all of that and Paul not even using the Scriptures to reason with them there came a point where differences were of such a nature that the discussion came to an abrupt end. 
98. Try as we might we cannot preserve all relationships within the context of Church or the body of Christ.  Some people will just not surrender to being a part of that body.  But it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t give it our best efforts just like Paul did in our story this morning. 
99. As I went through this lesson I kept asking myself I wonder why they entitled the lesson Preserving Relationships.  The reason I kept having that question is because starting with Thessalonica and then Berea and then onto Athens the lesson is all about people bringing trouble to the Christian Church, people that it is impossible to preserve a relationship with.  
100. The only conclusion I came to was that in each situation we should do all we can, co-operating with the Holy Spirit to preserve relationships with people until it becomes an impossibility.  
101. I’ve known hundreds of situations where I had to part company with people agreeing to disagree and that being about the only thing we agreed upon.  
102. And sometimes I couldn’t even get that kind of statement into the conversation.  Well I guess we will just have to agree that we disagree.  Couldn’t get that sentence in, so I just had to part ways because there was no progress towards a positive relationship on Bible truth.  
103. If Paul couldn’t do it can we expect to do it?  Paul was an extremely learned man.  But all the knowledge in the world is not enough to convert a heart to truth.  It’s good to have and use all that we can, but it is still up to the Holy Spirit working on hearts that are open to being worked with.  
104. If you read Acts of the Apostles about Paul’s experience in Athens you will find that there were people there that tended to believe what he was teaching, but because of their intellectual pride they wouldn’t yield to the truth.  
105. It also says in that book that Paul’s labors were not in vain that a man by the name of “Dionysius, one of the most prominent citizens along with some others accepted the gospel message and united themselves fully with the believers.” P. 240.
106. And on page 242 it says this.  “God’s servants are to improve every opportunity to communicate the truth to these men, (some of the world’s most eminent men).  Some will acknowledge their ignorance of the things of God and will take their place as humble learners at the feet of Jesus, the Master Teacher.”
107. Well, on to Wednesday and the Arrival in Corinth.  Between Athens and Corinth Paul has an epiphany moment.  Will someone read for us 1Corinthians 2:2-4?  .
108. An epiphany moment is described by Webster as a moment of sudden intuitive understanding, or a flash of insight.  This came to him as a result of what happened in Athens with these so-called scholarly men.  Read for us this text in 1Corinthians please.
109. He realized that unless people can be brought to the cross they will never be ready for the crown.  CAN YOU MARK THAT STATEMENT DOWN IN YOUR MIND?  UNLESS WE ARE BROUGHT TO THE CROSS WE WILL NEVER BE READY FOR THE CROWN.
110. You can know the doctrines frontwards and backwards, you can know the time prophecies accurately, you may be able to do the math of Daniel’s prophecies and know the exact year Jesus would die on the cross, but unless you are crucified with Him there all of your knowledge will amount to nothing.  
111. Do you realize how important this point is?  I’ve seen through the years that people have intellectually accepted many Biblical truths and get excited about prophecy that has been fulfilled and that which is yet to be fulfilled.  But I’ve seen many when it comes to sacrifice and commitment of some sort take off down the highway.
112. All doctrines are important.  All prophecies are likewise important.  They both help us to be established on firm foundation.  But unless the Cornerstone is in place the foundations will crumble.  Jesus is the Cornerstone.  
113. Paul was not blind though as to what would happen by even doing this, determining not to know anything among them save, (except) Jesus Christ, and Him crucified.”  
114. Acts of the Apostles p. 245 says this.  “Paul well knew how his message would be regarded by both the Jews and the Greeks of Corinth.  “We preach Christ crucified,” he admitted, unto the Jews a stumbling block, and unto the Greeks foolishness.”  Among his Jewish hearers there were many who would be angered by the message he was about to proclaim.  In the estimation of the Greeks his words would be absurd folly.  He would be looked upon as weak-minded for attempting to show how the cross could have any connection with the elevation of the race or the salvation of mankind.  BUT to Paul the cross was the one object of supreme interest.”
115. He knew that people who would accept the truth of the cross would be cemented in truth and be ready to serve and surrender.  
116. The lesson points out how Paul did not take the same approach to every city he would go to.  But from this point on Jesus and the cross would be central to his teachings.  
117. There is no doubt we have to adapt our efforts to people of different cultures, but we are never to adapt or alter what transpired at the cross and what it means to mankind.  We are never to adapt to culture when it comes to any aspect of Biblical truth.  That seems to be the test we are facing in our church today.  We must not fall prey to such tactics from our enemy.  
118. But as the lesson points out you can’t always take the exact same approach with people in sharing Christ and truth.  I can attest to that.  We are told that soul winning is a science and indeed it is.  And it is a science that seems to be fluid in a sense of adapting to different people differently.
119. What all this reminds me of is that of course we could never know it all and how to adapt without the assistance of the Holy Spirit.  Experience does bring better results but only as we always realize our need of God’s help.  
120. It’s a funny thing a fine line or whatever you want to call it, but you can gain experience in working with people and as you draw from your experience it does help you to be successful, but again it is only with God’s help that you draw from the right experience.  It is easy to start taking credit if we are not careful, that is with the more experience we might have.  
121. Well, moving on to Thursday’s lesson which does finally get us to the people of Thessalonica.  Paul Reveals His Heart is the title of Thursday.  
122. Let’s have someone read for us two texts.  1Thessalonians 2:17 and then 1Thessalonians 3:10. .
123. These texts give us a genuine sense of how Paul felt about the people of Thessalonica.  It is really quite amazing to me.  I have served as a pastor to many churches and I established loving relationships with a lot of people.  And so on one hand I can relate to Paul, I just have often wondered though if I have loved as sincerely as Paul seems to.  Let’s have those texts read.
124. As human beings we give birth to children.  Parents experience something very unique and amazing when those children are brought into this world.  Parents, at least most all parents don’t have to be encouraged to love their children.  It becomes automatic even before they are born.
125. And so it is when you are involved in a spiritual birth of someone.  There is so often a special attachment because of that birth.  And that is what Paul was experiencing.  
126. Paul could lay it on the line when there was something wrong, when people were straying outside the lines of genuine Christianity.  And some of his writings seem like he could be a bit calloused and dogmatic.  But here again it was only his genuine love for people that would allow him to lay it on the line as we say.  He didn’t want to risk anyone whom he had labored for being lost.  
127. He could reveal his inner emotions about his “intense longing” to see them and be with them, but no one could accuse Paul of mere sentimentalism.  
128. For what is the difference between sentimentalism and genuine love?  Again we can turn to Webster and find a couple of definitions for sentimental such as: “Having or showing such feelings in an excessive, superficial or maudlin way, or influenced more by emotions than reason.”  By the way the word maudlin means foolishly and tearfully.
129. There is so much sentimentalism in our world today.  Gushy, foolish and tearful emotions not based on genuine motives and principle.  
130. And one of the fearful results of such is when emotional movings are credited to the Holy Spirit’s presence and guidance with such statements as “we sensed such a deep commitment to the Holy Spirit’s leading in making our decision.”
131. I’ve had people say things like that when they have totally convinced themselves not to keep the seventh day Sabbath.  Why?  Because they were totally committed to the Holy Spirit’s leading, so they say.  
132. How can one claim to have the Holy Spirit’s leading when going contrary to the Word of God?  Acts 5:32 tells us that the Holy Ghost is given to them that obey God.  
133. Paul’s love was genuine.  He wasn’t afraid to express his love.  He wasn’t afraid to always give the truth though either.  He wouldn’t compromise truth for feelings or emotions.  
134. When we have both is when we really have something.  Truth embraced does lead to emotions of the highest kind that is deep rooted and grounded in something powerful.  
135. How did the people of Thessalonica respond to Paul’s love?  They responded in the same manner, they had a love for Paul.  
136. Paul was pleased no doubt to get a good report Timothy.  But he still longed to see them.  And even though he couldn’t, he could write a letter.  And that he did.  
137. The lesson makes a statement about Paul recognizing that of course he was only human and humanly speaking maybe he had a sense of his personal worth in the success or non-success of how well his converts were doing.  
138. Only soul winners can probably relate to that concept.  It is so disappointing to see someone who has been baptized and growing in the Lord to turn back and give up on Christianity and God’s Church.  
139. I don’t know that it plays on my own personal worth, but it does affect ones emotions I can tell you that.  
140. I’ll never forget a couple I baptized very early in my ministry.  They were such a delight to see embrace the truth.  Several years, maybe somewhere between 5 and ten years later I heard that they had left the church.  
141. It leaves a kind of a hole in your heart when you get that kind of news.  But I can’t tell you the joy I felt when maybe another ten years go by and I am clear across country by now in another state and a few districts in between even, and I get a call from this couple telling me that they are back in the Church better and stronger than ever.  
142. I wouldn’t call it self worth, but I sure would call it joy when that kind of thing happens, when you know people you have seen come to the Lord are doing well and looking for the soon return of Jesus.
143. I don’t know if the average church member has ever heard comments about evangelists and/or pastors being only concerned about numbers.  Those kinds of statements are made sometimes criticizing the work done to save souls and that the pastors or evangelists are only motivated by numbers, having large numbers to post as far as souls won.
144. I can understand where people might have those thoughts, but for the most part from all the pastors and evangelists that I have associated with in the past 36 years it just isn’t true.
145. Every number is a real person to me and I believe to most other ministers.  They are candidates for the Kingdom of God, called to live for Him here and eternally.  
146. I keep a running total of baptisms each year, but I can assure you it isn’t motivated by just having big numbers.  To me it is a blessing to see how God is blessing.  And some years when the numbers weren’t as large I still gave thanks for each and every soul.  
147. What I have found generally speaking quite often those who have made such accusations are individuals who haven’t had many numbers to speak of, or many souls added to the kingdom.  To offset that they have resorted to such statements.  Which of course is a shame, but it does happen.  
148. Paul’s love for souls, for real people coming to Christ is a lesson to all of us.  May God help us be motivated with the same burden for humanity.
149. If time allows focus on Friday’s quotations.
