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You are our glory and joy  
 

 

This text is a slightly modified transcript of a recording of the sermon as delivered from 

brief notes 

Perhaps some of you share with me a strong dislike for the kind of sermon which ends 

with a whole lot of rhetorical questions oriented towards changing the way we behave: 

are we doing enough, could we do more – that sort of thing. They are important 

questions. Yet they pretend to be open questions in that they are rhetorical questions; 

the preacher has in mind the answer No: we are not doing enough, we could be doing 

more. And the questions are very non-specific as to what those outcomes might actually 

be.  

I mention this because I think that I am going to offer you just that kind of sermon 

today. I’ll see if I can moderate it slightly toward the end! 

As I said last week, my interest in our hearing of this letter is not just to notice what is 

in there doctrinally, which is a fairly typical way to treat the Scriptures, especially when 

they’re broken up into small pieces like our lectionary does. Rather, we’re seeking to 

hear, in a sense, what the spirit is which is being indicated through communication. For 

it is a letter from individual (or a group, a ministry team) to their pastorate.  

I spoke last week about the “heart” of the letter, and this week there has been much 

more of the sense of “heart” in the communication. Paul asks the rhetorical question: 

What is our crown of boasting? What is our joy? What is our glory? Is it not you? Yes, it 

is you. It seems to me that what Paul gives us here is what is to be valued in Christian 

ministry, what we ought to value.  

I did a quick search through The Age web site this week to get a sense of what the words 

glory and joy tend to indicate in our modern discourse. Glory usually has to do with 

sports success, and one Perth soccer team in particular! There is the rhetoric of heroism, 

the rhetoric of war. It pops up a fair bit in the concept of “former glory”, which a lot of 

money is now being spent to restore. It appears also in our talk of war – not so much a 

glorification of war in our society today, but certainly glorying in the heroism and 

sacrifice of combatants. The word joy hardly appears at all in our newspapers, it turns 

out. In our ordinary conversation it is probably most closely associated with our 

experience of children or grandchildren.  

The way in which we commonly use these words is not to be disparaged. But I’m 

interested in the way in which we might speak of joy and glory in our own experience 

of church and our intentions in ministry. “You are our glory and joy”, says Paul. “For 

we now live”, he says after recounting some of their sufferings in ministry, “we now 

live, if you continue to stand”. So there is an extraordinary link between what Paul has 

been doing with these people and what he now experiences as a brother in Christ with 

them. Paul says his glory and joy, his crown of boasting before God, is this ministry and 

the fruit is has borne.  



 

Transferring that to our experience these days of mission and ministry, our own sense of 

the prospects of the church – Major Strategic Reviews, and Mission Studies seem to 

dominate the way we think about what matters in the life of a congregation. And yet for 

Paul – to reduce it hopelessly – it’s more a “people thing”: the Thessalonian church, a 

people who had no expectation of meeting Paul, and yet did meet him, and responded, 

and imitated, and have themselves now become a means of the gospel reaching other 

people as well.  

The changing of lives.  

If we were to ask the question about “What the world needs now” I don’t think there is 

quite enough in the answer “Love”, as the song answered it 40 or 50 years ago. What 

the world needs is truth. Paul has brought to the Thessalonians an account of themselves 

which speaks the truth about who they are, about who God is, and how they and God 

are related. But it is not just about telling the truth as a message which has to be 

delivered. It is not just about hearing the truth, as a list of things to which we can now 

say Yes. It is about becoming true ourselves – being truth-ed, in a verbal sense, being 

made into something else.  

Paul and his missionary team are stumbling around Asia Minor, from success to 

disaster, from acceptance to persecution, and they come to Thessalonica, and they meet 

a group of people, and they tell a story. The story is received with joy. And so Paul can 

now tell about how the word of God has blossomed in these people, and how through 

that blossoming these people have themselves become imitators of Paul and his 

missionary team, so that they themselves have become a means by which the gospel 

continues to be spread, through whom the word has more effect. They haven’t just 

heard “the Truth”, heard one story among many stories. They are in a process 

themselves of being truth-ed, of becoming true. 

As for them now, so also for us today. We are invited into just that process. It is not just 

about being right – getting the words right, the liturgy right, reading the right Scriptures 

from the right translation, having the right doctrines and elements in our worship. It is 

about being drawn further into the truth. This takes place through the study of Scripture 

– whether by ourselves or whether, more helpfully, we do it sisters and brothers in 

Christ. It is about understanding more about our tradition and how it came to us, and 

how it doesn’t have to be old and dry but how it might be re-lived and re-worked for our 

situation today. It is about putting energy into the things that really matter.  

As I think about this, I’m conscious of our situation as a congregation sitting on an acre 

of very valuable land with very valuable buildings (although rather old ones!): how are 

we going to use what we have for the purpose, not simply of fixing things up, but for 

the purpose of being truth-ed ourselves, and of becoming a community which is 

truth-ing those it contacts. How do we prioritize, such that we are putting energy into 

the things that really matter? As we look through our budget – and we will in a few 

weeks’ time – it is interesting insofar as it indicates where our priorities are, breaking 

down what it costs to do this or that, and it invites us to consider how these things might 

be important (or not so) for the core business of the church. We are not going to sort it 

out next month! But we are in a process of sorting out what it is we want to invest in – 

not just for the next 5 or 10 years but for the next generation or two. What is really 

worth investing our resources in? 

  



 

In that way, perhaps, even in the asking of the question, and the continual testing of the 

question, we might begin to become even more like those Thessalonians themselves, 

imitators of Paul, glorying not so much in the beauty of the buildings, in the aesthetic 

and well-roundedness of our liturgy, in the truth of our doctrine. But glorying rather in 

the way in which people’s lives are touched, such that they themselves become 

“touchers” of others’ lives, for the good.  

We don’t have many models of that kind of ministry in the life of our denomination. 

Paul says to those Thessalonians, You are our glory and joy. We might wonder, who is 

the “you” today? There are those who planted us, the communion of saints who point to 

us and say, you are our joy and glory, you are our crown of boasting. And there are 

those, perhaps fewer in number than our forebears can claim, whom we have planted, of 

whom we might be able to say, you are our glory and joy. The glory is in them having 

become imitators, in them having become the means by which the gospel of freedom 

and love touches the lives of people. The joy is what they experience, and we 

experience, as we look to them. 

If we feel that we cannot say of anybody, in this sense, you are our glory and joy, the 

question has to be asked: have we a gospel? Is there good news we have for those 

around us? Have we got out priorities right? Is the energy being put into the places it 

needs to be? 

I’ll answer my own rhetorical questions, acknowledging where I started this morning, 

by saying “probably not”. Probably, we have not sufficiently wrestled with what the bad 

news is around us, to which the gospel is a good news answer. And “probably not” have 

we yet prioritised sufficiently well the way in which we use our resources for the 

purposes not of extending the future of the church (and our particular version of the 

church) but of a way in which might actually open up those possibilities. 

Some of you have heard of the ministry “Transform” which, in conjunction with 

Wesley church and Brunswick and CAN, we have sought to complement chaplaincy in 

the University through a gathering together of young adults for the purpose of prayer 

and fellowship and, particularly, of teaching. It is something into which our 

congregation invested $5000 earlier this year and, though we’ve only spent about $1000 

of it so far, it has been a very good $1000 investment in terms of what has been realised. 

I’d like to imagine that as a congregation, with the enormous resources we have, we 

might begin to seek to do that kind of planting, to make possible things which might not 

necessarily be realised in the life of our congregation. We had 22-23 young people at 

Brunswick a couple of weeks ago – very energetic, very promising, very engaged with 

the teaching Alistair Macrae brought, very engaged in the singing and the prayer – 

wanting to be fed. We might never see any of those young people in the life of our 

congregation because most them have come from other congregations and have been 

gathered together in this special way. But as the kind of thing which we have resources 

to facilitate, to serve not so much the church – our church or the Uniting Church – but to 

see that kingdom of God might be realised somehow in the mysterious way the 

kingdom of God actually is, in the lives of the people around us.  

“You are our glory and joy”.  

Let us, to the glory of God, and to our own joy, seek to be people who count not only 

the things we can see and touch but those intangible things which only the grace of God 

can realise, to see those things as our glory and joy. Amen. 

*** 


