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Grace and Peace to You in the name of God Our Loving Creator and Our 

Lord and Savior Jesus Christ! 

 

Have you ever received a letter of encouragement?  Or written one, just to let 

someone know you are thinking about them and care about how they are 

doing?  I think we all need a lot of encouragement these days as a church 

that feels scattered and isolated more than normal because of this pandemic.  

I’ve been thinking about how we encourage people in our community who 

may be suffering or feel separated, like our Council president Heidi as she 

battles Covid-19 up North at her cabin.  If any of you wanted to write Heidi a 

letter of encouragement or an email of encouragement during this time, I’m 

sure she would appreciate hearing from you!   

 

The Apostle Paul wrote letters of encouragement a lot and some of these 

letters have become a part of the Christian testament in the Bible.  We’ve 

been reading passages from the Letter to the Philippians for the last several 

weeks at church.  Philippians is one of the most encouraging letters of the 

Bible.  Paul wrote it while in prison, not knowing whether he would live or die, 

and isolated from people in his church.  Paul could have written about how 

entrapped he felt and yet throughout this letter are expressions of joy and 

freedom and thanksgiving and love for a God and a church that have 

encouraged him.  Even in prison Paul can remember them and it brings him 

encouragement, so that he can than encourage them saying as he did in our 

passage last week “Rejoice in the Lord always and again I say rejoice!”.   



 

It’s hard to do that these days isn’t it?  I did a little mini-sermon on Philippians 

when I brought communion for a couple of our members at Forest Ridge and 

we talked about how a letter of encouragement from prison is appropriate for 

us to gather around during times when we feel stuck inside and unable to do 

the things we want to do.  But we may question how we can be of good 

cheer during difficult times.  “Rejoice in the Lord always”?  Even through a 

mask, Paul?  Really?  Even when we can’t hug loved ones and have to have 

church outside in crummy weather?  But Paul would say “Yes, rejoice in the 

Lord always” even when you can’t be face to face, even when he hadn’t 

seen his friends in years.  He said that in those times we are drawn into the 

close connection with our savior Jesus and the love of God that connects us 

and flows through us no matter what the circumstances.  He is vulnerable 

enough to admit he needs encouragement and through faith inspires and 

encourages the people of small churches like this one in the 21st Century to 

keep the faith and share the love of God.  On All Saints Day on November 1st 

inspired by leaders like Paul, we will have a special service where we 

remember the saints that came before us and encouraged our faith and we 

will also share our Thanksgivings as we launch our Fall Appeal.   

 

The Letter to the Thessalonians that we read today is the oldest piece of writing 

in the New Testament.  How long after Christ’s death do you think it was 

written?  We don’t know exactly the year that Jesus was crucified but we think 

it was somewhere between 30 and 33 AD.  Paul wrote the words that we read 

today in AD 50, which is about 20 years after Jesus’ ministry.  So when we think 

about Paul’s perspective at that time compared to ours, 20 years ago for us 

would be the year 2000.  Remember all the millennium stuff then? And the 

contested election between Gore and Bush.  The Yankees and the Mets 



played the Subway Series in Baseball.  The Rams beat the Titans in the 

Superbowl.  Gladiator won the Academy award.  The first Harry Potter movie 

started production.  So if you can remember any of those events, that’s about 

the length of time that Paul was dealing with when he was talking about Jesus 

to the people of an early church in of Thessalonica in Macedonia just North of 

Greece. 

 

Paul says that the faith of these people has been reported and known 

throughout the region and he wants them to know others have been 

encouraged by their story about “how you turned to God from idols, to serve a 

living and true God, 10 and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the 

dead--Jesus, who rescues us.”  The First Commandment given to Moses was to have 

no God’s above Yahweh, which meant not giving any allegiance to a person or 

power beyond God.  Turning away from idols is not just something that people in 

ancient Macedonia did, it’s something Jesus asked people to do 20 years 

earlier and it’s something we still need to be encouraged to do today.   

 

Sometimes we can turn leaders into idols.  Our text from Isaiah talks about the 

Persian emperor Cyrus who freed the Jewish people from Babylonian activity 

as a “messiah”, and that passage has gotten used by evangelical Christian to 

explain their support of the president despite finding him lacking the same 

morals they say leaders should have.  It’s true that God can work through all 

people and creatures in ways beyond our understanding, but we also need to 

be careful that we don’t turn people into idols that take the place of God or 

assume God’s authority in our lives.  

 

Jesus in our gospel today has a brilliant exchange about idolatry and worldy 

vs. divine power.  He is in the Temple and he is approached by a group of 



Pharisees and Herodians in order to “entrap him”.  Now this would be like Mitch 

McConnell and Nancy Pelosi working together to entrap someone because 

he was so politically dangerous to both of them.  That gives you a sense of 

how powerful Jesus was and the threat he was seen as to the religious and 

political powers of his day.  They are trying to trick Jesus into saying something 

that will get him in trouble with either the religious authorities or the Romans.  

They bring up a subject that is always politically dangerous:  Taxes!  They ask 

should we pay taxes to the Emperor or not.  This is a question that introduces 

many issues in one and they think surely Jesus will not be able to escape every 

trap it entails.  But Jesus zeroes in on one issue in particular, idolotry, and 

escapes brilliantly.  

 

They are in the Temple and no one is supposed to have an image of any non-

Jewish God in the Temple, but the Roman Emperor claimed to be a God and 

the coins that bear his likeness also made that claim.  When they ask him 

about taxes, Jesus asks them to produce a coin.  And guess what? Someone 

in their group just happens to have one with the emperor on it.  This in itself 

exposes their hypocrisy.  They reveal that they have a coin of a person that 

claims to be God inside of the Jewish Temple!  But Jesus is even more brilliant 

with what he says next.  He says, “Give therefore to the emperor what is the 

emperor’s and to God what is God’s.” 

 

So they can’t get Jesus on telling people not to pay their taxes. But in 

answering the question he distinguishes between the emperor and God, 

rejecting idolotry.  He seems to say, “Sure give these coins with his likeness 

back to him, but not because he is God”.  Yahweh is the one true God who is 

in charge of the universe, and the emperor playing God is a joke.  And Jesus 

makes that clear, so even these rivals who tried to trick him get tripped up and 



end up astonished, just like people always do when they try to trap him in the 

Temple with tricky questions! 

 

Jesus with his response encourages his followers to participate in the world and 

systems like politics, not avoid them, for us this would include participating in 

politics and voting and not trying to dominate it or shape it into an extension of 

religion or to isolate and separate ourselves from those realities in our world, 

but in participating we remember what is really important and who is 

ultimately in charge.   

 

As the Thessalonians, Paul celebrated and encouraged people who had 

turned from idols and giving people or parties ultimate power in their lives, we 

also are called to turn from those temptations of power and control that 

politics can sometimes promise, to faith in a God who’s love is more powerful 

than all those systems.   

 

And so, we say as Paul did, as you consider who to vote for and how to 

navigate the ideologies and politics of this world, may the peace that passes 

all understanding encourage you in faith and keep your heart and mind in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 

  


