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KEYS TO MODELING CHRIST 

1 Thessalonians 1:1-10 

 

 

 

So one of the things we tend to do, whether consciously or unconsciously, is we look for other people to 

imitate and follow. We call them role models or mentors. We will find someone that we look up to and 

we’ll desire aspects of our life to look something like theirs. We’ll begin modeling our own lives after them. 

Don’t believe me? Think of kids. They’re copycats! They mimic just about anything we do, good or bad.  
 

 
 

 
 

At first, they’re trying to walk in our shoes, which is really funny with my cowboy boots! But as they grow, 

their ability to imitate us becomes more complex… as teenagers they need more advisers and counsel… as 

adults they’re still learning. Personally, it’s as if I can’t help but imitate my dad at times. It’s a legacy thing.  

 

But we look for and we need role models, mentors, people to disciple us and help guide us in the Lord 

throughout our lives through their example. You can probably think of someone in your own life who 

directly invested in you and made a difference in your life. Maybe there’s people indirectly that you’ve 

taken notice of… there’s something about them that made you adjust your aspects of your life to theirs. I 

find that in my own life there is a combination of people I look up too who imitate Christ in different ways. 

 

If this is true – and it is – we should think about what it means to be a role model Christian and even 

collectively, a role model church, living lives that model Christ for others around us. We don’t just want to 

share Christ verbally, we want to live Christ because Christlike living is contagious and it backs up the 

message of Christ. It’s kind of like what atheist Fredrich Nietzsche said, “Show me that you are redeemed 

and I’ll listen to you talk about your Redeemer.” A Christlike life is probably not enough to lead someone 

to Christ – you have to actually share Christ with them – but in most cases the message must be backed up 

with a Christlike life. There should be something different about us and my aim is that through a short series 

we’ll focus on imitating Christ as an example to others – 7 Keys to Modeling Christ in 1 Thess’s 1. 

 

On Friday, I found a book by EvanTell’s Larry Moyer called 31 Day to Contagious Living: A Daily 

Devotional Guide on Modeling Christ to Others. I wrote the publisher and asked if I can have permission 

to forward each daily devo to you from that book to help us focus on this for the next month or so. And to 

sort of kickstart our focus on this I want us to look at 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10. The heart of this passage is 

imitating Christ as an example to others. Look for those words: imitate & example.   
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“Paul and Silvanus and Timothy, to the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ: Grace to you and peace. 

 

We give thanks to God always for all of you, making mention of you in our prayers; constantly bearing in 

mind your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ in the presence 

of our God and Father, knowing, brethren beloved by God, His choice of you; for our gospel did not come 

to you in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction; just as you know 

what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake. You also became imitators of us and of the 

Lord, having received the word in much tribulation with the joy of the Holy Spirit, so that you became an 

example [model – NIV] to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia.  

 

For the word of the Lord has sounded forth [rang out – NIV] from you, not only in Macedonia and Achaia, 

but also in every place your faith toward God has gone forth, so that we have no need to say anything. For 

they themselves report about us what kind of a reception we had with you, and how you turned to God from 

idols to serve a living and true God, and to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the dead, 

that is Jesus, who rescues us from the wrath to come.” 

 

What an awesome passage, and it’s just the introduction! But this is what we’re looking at here: 

I. PAUL’S ENCOURAGING GREETING TO THE THESSALONIANS. (V. 1) 

Paul is writing this to the Thessalonians church which was located in the port city of Thessalonica in 

northeastern Greece. It was one of the first places reached with the gospel in Europe. After Philippi, the 

book of Acts records it’s the 2nd major populace to receive the gospel west of the Agean Sea (Acts 17). 

They estimate that there were nearly 200,000 people in this city. It was one of the most important cities in 

Paul’s day, being a strategic location militarily, governmentally and for trade. It was built by a Greek 

general under Alexander the Great named Cassander around 315 B.C. and named after his wife, 

Thessalonica, half-sister to Alexander. It still exists today with a population of 300,000 and it called 

Salonica. 

 

But one of the main background elements that you need to understand about the Thessalonian church and 

you’ve probably picked up on this already in the introduction, is that this church plant came with “much 

affliction” (persecution). Paul’s preaching of the gospel had converted many from oriental religious idols 

and the gospel started draining the synagogues because many Jews believed in Christ. As a result, the Jews 

there became envious (Acts 17:5) and along with some wicked men, formed a mob, set the city in uproar, 

and cried out to Caesar that they were following a different king (King Jesus). Wherever they went from 

here, the mob would follow and agitate the crowds and abuse Christ-followers. 

 

So, this church from the get-go, experienced difficult circumstances. But notice that even though things 

have become harder for them since having come to Christ, they hadn’t given up on Christ. They still 

believed. They still loved Jesus and followed Jesus with a remarkable tenacity. Actually, this church is 

known for its tenacity – its determination to follow Christ despite persecution. And because of that, this 

church was considered imitators of the apostles and Christ (who experienced the same), and also became 

an example to surrounding churches. And this should be one of our goals: modeling Christ in any and every 

circumstance, rich or poor, thick and thin.  

❖ 1st Key: Seek to model Christ in every circumstance. (v. 6; Acts 17)  

If you wonder how they were able to do that, let’s look at where their focus is and where Paul directs their 

focus. 
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He begins in verse 1 by reminding them of their position “in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” 

Where are they? In the Father and in Christ – a place of grace and peace. You see what he’s doing? He’s 

contrasting their present circumstances (hardships & difficulties) they are in ,with their untouchable 

position in Christ. Yes, they’re suffering, but they need to remember that they are secure in what matters 

the most and that is a relationship with God in Christ. And that’s our first key today to modeling Christ: 

❖ 2nd Key: The believer’s identity is in their untouchable position in Christ. 

Ultimately, we shouldn’t define ourselves by what we do, what we look like, or what we own - not even by 

our ministry. Our identity is in Christ, in the grace and peace we have with God. In the reality of our 

forgiveness, our adoption as children of God, our being blessed with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 

places; our secure future in heaven.  

 

You see, if we put all the weight of who we are on some temporal circumstance that susceptible to change, 

like our job or ministry or what we own or maybe a relationship in our life, then we’re in for a really hard 

time when things start changing – and they do change. Life changes a lot. But Jesus Christ never does. It’s 

like Jesus told the disciples, don’t so much stock in what you do, but in your names being written in heaven. 

 

And if you just have these two things with God – grace and peace – you’re richer than anyone else in the 

world. As one man said, “Those without grace and peace are in utter poverty though they may possess all 

the riches of the world. Those with grace and peace are infinitely rich, though enduring persecution and 

sorrow, like the Thessalonians.”i Both are priceless possessions of the child of God that no one can take 

from us. God’s grace in Christ is the basis for God’s peace, so in order to have both you must accept Christ 

as your personal Savior from sin. If you have done that, I’d invite you to do so today. 

 

II. PAUL’S PERSONAL PRAISE OF THE THESSALONIAN’S. (VV. 2-10) 

Verse 2, “We give thanks to God always for all of you, making mention of you in our prayers.” Paul thanks 

God for the Thessalonians because they were exemplary Christians – they caused him gratitude and not 

grief. It’s a much different introduction than the letter to the Galatians who started embracing a false gospel. 

It also tells us that he had a faithful prayer ministry, praying for individuals and churches. He thanked 

God for all of them. If he was Texan, he’d say I thank God for “Y’all” but Paul’s “Y’all" is very personal. 

He’s thankful for their transformed lives and was praying for them, probably individually. I think we can 

find here a second key to modeling Christ: 

❖ 3rd Key: A Christ-Modeler has a prayer ministry of praying for other people. 

They’re serious about prayer and other peoples’ burdens. They’re genuinely concerned for others. Which 

raises the questions: Do I have a faithful prayer ministry for the church? For believers in my life? For my 

family and neighbors? That’s my challenge for the church this week: last week it was invite someone over 

for dinner and this week it’s ask someone, maybe a person next to you, how you can pray for them.   

 

In verse 3 he begins praising them for their faith, love, and hope. These are invisible and immaterial things 

but notice how they had a tangible, physical, manifestation in their lives: he calls it a work of faith, labor 

of love, and steadfastness of hope.  

❖ 4th Key: The invisible virtues of faith, love and hope are evident in a Christ-modeler’s life. 

Christianity is more than something “to believe in”. It’s changes our focus and thus, our lives.  

 

Notice that phrase, the work of faith: Faith and works are many times contrasted, and for good reason. 

We are saved by grace through faith and not by works (Rom. 4:5; Eph. 2:8-10). The work of God is to 

believe (Jn. 6:28-29). But at the same time, true faith should manifest itself through good works. That’s a 

critical point in the book of James (James 2:14-26). He says, faith without works is dead. True faith in 
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Christ brings real salvation which will bring forth living fruit. The faith of the Thessalonians was alive and 

active.  

 

Then there’s the labor of love: and this in reference to their serving Christ. At times it’s laborious, but at 

the same time it’s a labor of love. Like a glad toil, assumed in the expectation of imitating Christ. Love is 

something we think of as soft and feminine, but real love is sacrificial, laborious action. Laborious because 

it’s selfless. We pour our lives out as Christ poured out His for us. And that’s part of why He died – to make 

self-focused sinners less self-focused and more God-focused and others-focused. 2 Corinthians 5 says, “He 

died for all so that all who live might no longer live for themselves, but for Him who died and rose again 

on their behalf” and we live for Him by loving others and showing them Christ (See 2 Cor. 5:14-21).  

 

Then there’s the steadfastness of hope: Christians have hope that this is not the end, and Christ is coming 

back to complete our redemption by giving us glorified bodies and a New Heaven and New Earth to live 

on forever. This hope produces steadfastness and patience because we know this is not all there is.  

 

Story has it that D. L. Moody was on a boat in Lake Michigan that was caught in a raging storm. Many of 

the people were upset and scared to death, but Moody was quiet and calm. When asked how he could be so 

relaxed, he replied, “I have a sister in Chicago and a sister in heaven. I don’t care which one I see first.”ii 

Most people don’t get that. They live in fear. But we don’t have too. Death is just the beginning. 

 

It’s interesting to see the parallel this verse 3 makes with verses 9-10. 

 

They “turned to God” is aorist tense in the Greek, meaning it’s a once-for-all salvation moment. They 

turned to Christ and were saved. From that point they started to serve God and to wait for Christ’s return. 

That’s the story of a Christian, isn’t it? We believe and are saved, and serve in love while we wait for glory, 

seeking to mature in Christlikeness along the way. 

 

In verse 4 we find another huge comforting identity truth for the Christian, “knowing, brethren beloved of 

God, His choice of you; for our gospel did not come to you in word only but also in power and in the Holy 

Spirit and with full conviction.” So Paul here was assured of their position in God and in Christ, calling 

them chosen and beloved of God, and it’s based on their transformed lives and their perseverance in their 

profession (2 Peter 1:8-10). Some Bible students refer to this as the doctrine of election. And a lot of people 

want to debate this and complicate it, but just keep it, and keep it simple: It’s the idea that God not only 

saves us, but He chose us from the foundation of the world. Before we chose Him, He chose us. That’s 

what our omniscient, all-wise God did. 

❖ 2nd Key Again: The believer’s identity is in their untouchable position in Christ. 

❖  

That truth produces a great deal of security for the believer. That’s how Paul is using this truth to 

encourage the Thessalonians in a practical way, saying that no matter what you go through and how difficult 

things may be, remember you are chosen of God and nothing can change His choice of you in Christ. 

Understanding that is important for getting our focus off of self, understanding we are secure, and can serve 

others. This is a truth that your soul needs to cling too when things get hard; when your heart feels like it 

1 Thessalonians 1:3 1 Thessalonians 1:9-10 

Work of faith “turned to God from idols” 

Labor of love “to serve the living God” 

Steadfastness of hope “to wait for His Son from heaven” 
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weighs 1,000 lbs; when doubt creeps in. Sometimes the hurting soul needs the words chosen and beloved 

to get back on track and out of the slough of despondency. If you wonder what I mean by that, read Pilgrim’s 

Progress. 

 

But in the 2nd half of verse 5 we get to their imitation and example, the two words that have inspired 

this entire subject of modeling Christ: “just as you know what kind of men we proved to be among you 

for your sake. You also became imitators of us and of the Lord, having received the word in much tribulation 

with the joy of the Holy Spirit, so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in 

Achaia.” First, let’s look at their imitation and then their example.  

 

Their imitation: Of who? “of us and the Lord” – the apostles and Christ. More than once Paul told 

churches to follow his example. “Follow our example” (2 Thess. 3:7). “Follow me as I follow Christ” 2 

Corinthians 11:1. He can “follow me” because he is following Christ.  Christ is the standard. Christ is what 

they were modeling to them. Boy, I wish we could all say that – “follow me as I follow Christ.” 

 

But when you think of an imitation, what do you think of? The word mimetes (Gk) just reminds us of the 

word mimic. It could be a term referring to an actoriii, someone who mimics a person or role. Because of 

something I watched recently, it reminds me of the mimic octopus that can change colors to blend in with 

whatever background it is on as a defensive disguise. It can mimic other creatures around it so that prey 

thinks it is one of them or something else – like a poisonous lionfish, a sea snake, a flatfish or jellyfish.  

❖ 5th Key: Christ-Modelers seek to imitate Christlike qualities. 

To mimic Christ and display Christlikeness to a watching world – to be full of grace and truth. As Ty 

mentioned last week, the fruit of the Spirit is not just about us. It is to shalom (to bless and flourish) our 

neighbors. To make them jealous and show them their need of Christ. 

 

Their example: The Thessalonians became an example even to other churches in their area of Macedonia 

and Achaia – almost the entire northern and southern halves of Greece (without any social media to 

broadcast it). Their persevering hope caught peoples’ attention because it’s so strange, even among those 

who name the name of Christ. Medieval German-Dutch theologian Thomas A-Kempis, who authored the 

devotional classic The Imitation of Christ, wrote this, “Jesus has many who love His Kingdom in Heaven, 

but few who bear His Cross (Luke 14:27). He has many who desire comfort, but few who desire suffering. 

He finds many to share His feast, but few His fasting. All desire to rejoice with Him, but few are willing to 

suffer for His sake. Many follow Jesus to the Breaking of Bread, but few to the drinking of the Cup of His 

Passion.” 

 

Before I continue, I feel like I need to make something clear. As we talk about setting an example, guard 

against is the temptation to fall in to a performance-based mindset. We are saved by grace and live by grace 

through faith. Don’t let the desire to model Christ turn you into some legalistic, behavior-centered, 

Pharisees. That’s not at all what I or Paul are talking about. No one’s perfect. There’s no perfect church. 

We’re all sinners save by grace, apart from our works. I’m talking about a sinner who understands they 

don’t deserve heaven, but at the same time seeking to honor Christ with their redeemed lives. Learning 

truth and walking humbly with their God, showing people by their worthy walk that there is something 

more.  

 

When we follow Christ, people notice. Like one man said, “We exist. We behave. Others notice.” They take 

mental notes, consciously and unconsciously. The unbelieving world understands there are certain 



 

6 
 

standards for Christians and inconsistency damages their testimony and the testimony of the church. They 

understand when a Christian’s life isn’t in harmony with Christian principles.  

Desire to be an example to others as an individual and as a congregation. The world has seen enough proud, 

self-centered, hypocritical Christians. What it needs is humble, others-focused, hope-filled Christians. 

That’s attractive. That’s something people don’t see every day. 

 

Titus 2:9-10 says, “Urge bondslaves to be subject to their own masters in everything, to be well-pleasing, 

not argumentative, not pilfering, but showing all good faith so that they will adorn [kosmeo -

beautify/make attractive] the doctrine of God our Savior in every respect.” The NLT says, “so that in 

every way they will make the teaching about God our Savior attractive.” Kosmeo is a  term not unlike our 

word for cosmetics. A woman seeks to make more attractive, her face with makeup. Well, a life modeling 

Christ make the gospel attractive.  

❖ 6th Key: Christ-Modelers seek to beautify/make attractive the gospel of Christ with their life. 

 

The Christian life isn’t meant to be lived on an island. It was made to be like a city on a hill or a lamp on a 

post. Something for the world to see and to sense. That’s what happened with the Thessalonians. Paul says 

in verse 8: “The word of the Lord sounded forth [execheo] from you” – their lives sounded forth the gospel. 

The word for sounded forth carries the idea of sound traveling through the air like thunder. Thunder 

originates somewhere but echoes beyond. Or like a bell, their testimony was “rang out” throughout their 

community and surrounding communities.  

 

When I was a kid on the farm before we had cell phones, when lunch or evening meal was ready, my mom 

would ring that cast iron bell and we could be ¼ mile or more away, on the other side of the farm, and the 

sound waves from that bell would catch our attention. Our lives ought to be a lot like that bell, sending out 

invisible sound waves of the truth and grace of the gospel.  

 

We’ve heard a thousand times that there’s no such thing as a perfect church and if you find one, don’t join 

it, because you’ll ruin it. But there is such a thing as an exemplary church, standing on truth and grace, and 

is worth imitating. The question mark at the end of the day is, “Is that us? Are we role models?” 

Question: Is my life worth imitating? Am I being an example for others to follow? 

Am I imitating Christ with my life? My tongue? My marriage? child rearing? My hope in Christ?  My focus 

on others? My involvement in the body of Christ? My diligence to preserve unity in the church?  

 

I want to challenge us to pick up the torch to becoming a Christ-Modeler – to become like a match that 

contagiously lights other matches that get close to it. Look for other people in your life whom you think are 

modeling Christ well and imitate them, learn from them and be a model to others.  

 

And you who are spiritual, find someone faithful to invest in. The Church needs more mentoring. More 

discipleship. More genuine relationships. At lunch the other day someone shared a somewhat – I’ll say, 

memorable – little acronym of what kind of man or woman you should invest in, a good starting point. God 

is looking for FAT Christians – faithful, available, teachable.  

❖ 7th Key: Christ-Modelers look for FAT Christians to invest in. 

That is biblical by the way. Paul told Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:2, “The things which you have heard from 

me in the presence of many witnesses, entrust these to faithful men who will be able to teach others.” Paul 

enjoyed investing in F. A. T. Christians like the Thess’s. He kept his eye out for F. A. T. Christians. 
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In that devotional I hope to share with you, Larry Moyer shared a story about a dad who changed the course 

of his son’s life by his lifestyle. He said, “A man about to be ordained [for ministry] was being questioned 

about his background and Christian experience. With a great deal of honesty and transparency, he 

explained how at one period of his life he was nearly an [apostate]. He then explained, “There was one 

argument in favor of Christianity that I could never refute – the consistent conduct of my own father!” 

Could a non-Christian family member, neighbor, or coworker say of you, “There is one argument in favor 

of Christianity that I can never refute – the consistent conduct of that believer?”iv 

 
i John Walvoord, The Thessalonian Epistles (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1970), 10. 
ii Larry Moyer, 31 Day to Contagious Living: A Daily Devotional Guide on Modeling Christ to Others (Grand 

Rapids: Kregel, 2009). 
iii A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament: Vol. IV (NY & London: Harper Brothers, 1931). 
iv Moyer, Day 18. 


