
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

But we appeal to you, brothers and sisters, to respect those who labor among you, 

and have charge of you in the Lord and admonish you; esteem them very highly in 

love because of their work. Be at peace among yourselves. And we urge you, 

beloved, to admonish the idlers, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be 

patient with all of them. See that none of you repays evil for evil, but always seek 

to do good to one another and to all. 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 the words of prophets, but test everything; 

hold fast to what is good; abstain from every form of evil. 

  

May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul 

and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this. 

 

Beloved, pray for us. Greet all the brothers and sisters with a holy kiss. I solemnly 

command you by the Lord that this letter be read to all of them. The grace of our 

Lord Jesus Christ be with you. (1 Thessalonians 5:12-28) 

  

As for those who in the present age are rich, command them not to be haughty, or 

to set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but rather on God who richly 

provides us with everything for our enjoyment. They are to do good, to be rich in 

good works, generous, and ready to share, thus storing up for themselves the 

treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of the life 

that really is life. (1 Timothy 6:17-18) 

 

  

 

A while back, I read an article by Dr. Larry Bethune, a Baptist preacher down in Texas, in which 

he reflected upon worship services in his church when he was growing up. Dr. Bethune wrote: 

 

It used to amaze me when I was a child how our preachers could go on and on and 

on for forty five minutes to an hour from a single tiny verse of scripture. And 
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often, that’s all the scripture we got, except for maybe a verse quoted here and 

there, sprinkled through the sermon for decoration like parsley on stewed carrots.  

  

Our service followed the usual nineteenth century revival style still followed in 

many southern churches today. We began with ten or fifteen minutes of 

announcements from the education minister, the youth minister, the children’s 

minister, the music minister, Women’s president, the Brotherhood Chair, and the 

Activities Director. Then we sang two or three verses of three or four hymns in 

quick succession, often around a single theme: “Nothing but the Blood,” “In the 

Blood,” “There is a Fountain Filled with Blood,” and “Are You Washed in the 

Blood?” Then we had an offering, of course, followed by a rousing choir special 

with screaming sopranos and blaring basses that ended on a loud high note. Then 

the preacher stepped to the pulpit, and we all looked at our watches. 

  

He continued: 

 

Of course, the Bible was next to God in our reverence. To say “The Bible says” 

was the same as saying “God says,” even if you were paraphrasing rather than 

quoting it. So you might think we would read large sections of scripture every 

Sunday, but no. Usually after the choir sat down and everybody settled in, the 

preacher would take out his big, floppy, whip-leather Bible and read a single 

verse or phrase: “Jesus wept!” And then he’d start talking. And he’d talk. And 

he’d talk. And then he’d talk some more. He might carry the Bible around like a 

prop: pick it up, wave it, whip it back and forth to punctuate a point. But, as I 

recall, the preachers seldom actually read from it.  

  

I don’t remember much of what those preachers said (wrote Dr. Bethune). A few 

stories they told come to mind. But I can tell you the gist of what they said the 

Bible said. According to most of those preachers, the main message of the Bible 

was: “Believe or Die.” It was a pretty harsh book. And I have to tell you, it put 

women in their place and children in their place and minorities in their place and 

just about everybody except the white male American Southern Baptist Texan 

preachers whose place it was to say what place the Bible gave everybody else.  

  

Having told you this, I want to speak to you for another 45 minutes about one short sentence of 

scripture we read this morning. “We urge you, beloved, to admonish the idlers, encourage the 

fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with all of them.” And let me add a second to it: “They are 

to do good, to be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share...so that they may take hold of 

the life that really is life.”  

  

I want to talk with you about the difference between “believing” in Jesus and “following” Jesus. 

Is it possible to believe in Jesus Christ without actually putting that faith into action? That might 

be a topic worthy of some debate were the answer not so very clear. The scriptures are full of 

encouragement to do good. So can the Christian faith ever be a matter of “talking the talk” 

without “walking the walk”? Or, in good old evangelical language, can one really be “saved” 

and just be the “frozen chosen” in the pew? 
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Now, being here in church is a transforming experience, an encounter with the risen Christ. But 

it is not the sole goal of spiritual life. Too many churches forget that. Too many Christians forget 

that. Too many pastors forget that. They act as if coming to church were the main thing, as if this 

were where God’s main work gets done. But the Christian faith is more than sitting within the 

walls of the church, safe from the realities and challenges of the world. The world calls to us, if 

we’re not too deaf to hear.  

 

I want you to put on your “imagination hats” and try to picture this. Imagine you have a garden. 

You are going to grow that garden with juicy tomatoes, crisp cucumbers, sweet zucchini, some 

hot peppers, with a row of bright sunflowers just for decoration. You gather some workers. You 

meet at your garden shed. You show them the tools: tiller, hoe, rake, shovel. You hold classes on 

how to use them. You have your workers study the seeds so they will know which ones to use 

where and how to plant them. You talk about weeds and have serious discussions about which 

ones are weeds and which ones actually help the soil. Every once in a while you have a guest 

gardener come to enthuse them even more about tilling the soil and planting the seeds.  

  

All through the growing season you gather once a week in the shed to go over these things. And 

you enjoy your meetings so much, you put in a kitchen and start sharing meals there. You even 

put up a big sign by the shed: “The Gardeners Guild: New Members Welcome.” But when you 

go outside, you just can’t understand why there are no juicy tomatoes, no crisp cucumbers, no 

sweet zucchini, not a single hot pepper, not one bright sunflower to decorate your day. Why? 

Because, folks, you can’t grow a garden sitting in the shed.  

  

Neither can we, as a church, grow the Kingdom of God by sitting safe in a church building. Nor 

can we, as individuals, be faithful to our purpose in Jesus Christ if we don’t trust him enough to 

put our faith into action.  

  

Today is our growing season. We call it the “Two-legged Gospel.” Faith and works go together. 

Evangelism and social concern go hand-in-hand. Many congregations try to get by on only one 

leg, either of evangelism or of social concern. But as you read the gospels you see that Jesus was 

an evangelist, and he was also concerned about social injustices. Jesus spoke about the poor and 

the oppressed and the broken. So for us to try to be faithful on only one leg of the gospel means 

that we’ll neither walk nor run—we’ll just topple over.  

  

That’s why, when we look back at many great Christians, we find that not only were they great 

evangelists but they were also social activists. They combined the best of evangelism with the 

best of social action. Do you remember the name of Charles Finney? He came to preach in 

Oberlin, Ohio, a conservative town where there was slavery. If you were a slave and came to 

Sunday services there, you were directed to the back of the balcony. But Charles Finney 

preached the good news of reconciliation. And one morning he announced, “From now on in this 

church, anyone can sit anywhere they choose.” That may not seem like much to you, but I want 

to tell you, at that time in Oberlin, Ohio it was revolutionary. He took the risk of putting his 

belief into action.  

  

Dwight Moody is well known for his evangelism crusades, but he also started the YMCA and 

YWCA so young people could have healthy recreational and cultural activities. He preached that 
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evangelism and social concern weren’t separate entities, but in fact they went together like hand 

and glove. This was his two-legged gospel.  

  

And then there was John Wesley. You knew I’d get around to him, didn’t you? When John 

Wesley saw thirty thousand orphan children homeless on the streets of London, when he saw 

dogs and cats being tortured for sport, and when he saw factories with no rules, he said, “If 

we’ve read the Bible methodically, we must address these issues.” Wesley not only preached 

methodical Bible study, he preached it so forcefully that all thirty thousand of those children 

were taken in by families and adopted; factories developed rules including child labor laws; 

hospitals were built; and instead of being tortured, animals became pets.  

  

Wesley and his movement founded not only churches, but numerous schools for the poor and 

homes for orphans—our Methodist Children’s Home is a shining example. The movement 

emphasized visitation with prisoners and evangelism to all. As a result, British Methodists 

supported prison reform and opposed slavery. They established schools and medical clinics for 

the poor throughout Britain. And remember: this was a spiritual, not a political, movement. This 

is the work of the Holy Spirit.  

  

Wesley began encouraging and training lay people, both men and women, for work in the 

church. Through his preaching, people began thinking not only about theology, but also the 

social ills of the day and the best ways of addressing them. Wesley’s discussions were not 

limited to members of his own movement and the Anglican Church, but included members and 

leaders of other denominations including Moravians, Calvinists and Catholics. 

  

J. Warren Breedy, a secular historian, wrote the book, England Before and After Wesley, and in it 

he declared: “England was spared the bloody revolution of France because the followers of John 

Wesley transformed society. Wesley returned to England its soul.”  

  

Wesley realized that faith without works, is no faith at all—it withers and dies. So in all that he 

did, Wesley had a very simple prescription for faithfulness that he gave to those who followed 

Jesus Christ. It ingeniously reminds us that we can’t possibly be the people God wants us to be if 

we just “sit in the shed.” It puts meat on the bare bones we find in the book of James which 

taught that “faith without works is dead.” The simple lesson Wesley taught was:  

 

Do all the good you can,  

By all the means you can,  

In all the ways you can,  

In all the places you can,  

At all the times you can,  

To all the people you can,  

As long as ever you can. 

  

That doesn’t leave much time for anything else, does it? Of course, Wesley would wonder why 

anyone would want time for anything else. It was inconceivable to Wesley that any person of 

faith would wish to do anything other than good, which is to act in Love. “Do all the good you 
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can, By all the means you can, In all the ways you can, In all the places you can, At all the times 

you can, To all the people you can, As long as ever you can.”  

  

In other words, don’t wait for someone else to do it. Don’t go begging for someone else to act in 

love when you see what needs to be done. I know I’m still growing, and I know I still have much 

to learn. But I do know this: faith without works not only does not grow—it dies. So don’t hold 

back your resources, or your time, or ever think you needn’t do good because you’ve done 

enough. Don’t stop yourself from doing good to some people because this world doesn’t think 

they’re worthy enough, or deserving enough, or even human enough. Faithful Christians do 

good. Do all the good you can!  

  

When we act in love and do good to those others despise, people will be shocked. There’s a true 

story that comes from the life of T. E. Lawrence, the author and British spy known as “Lawrence 

of Arabia.” In 1915 Lawrence was journeying across the desert with some Arabs. Things were 

desperate. Food was almost gone and water was at its last drop. Their hoods were over their 

heads to shelter them from the wind which was like a flame, full of the stinging sand of the 

sandstorm. Suddenly someone said, “Where is Jasmin?” Another said, “Who is Jasmin?” A third 

answered, “That yellow-faced man from Maan. He killed a Turkish tax collector and fled to the 

desert.”  

  

The first said, “Look, Jasmin’s camel has no rider. His rifle is strapped to the saddle, but Jasmin 

is not there!” A second said, “Someone has shot him on the march.” A third said, “He is not 

strong in the head, perhaps he is lost in a mirage; he is not strong in the body, perhaps he has 

fainted and fallen off his camel.” Then the first said, “What does it matter? Jasmin was not worth 

ten pence.” And the Arabs hunched themselves up on their camels and rode on.  

  

But Lawrence turned and rode back the way they had come. Alone, in the blazing heat, at the 

risk of his life, he went back. After an hour and a half ride he saw something against the sand. It 

was Jasmin, blind and mad with heat and thirst, being murdered by the desert. Lawrence lifted 

him up on his camel, gave him the last drops of precious water, and slowly plodded back to his 

company. 

  

When he came up to them, the Arabs looked in amazement. “Here is Jasmin,” they said, “Jasmin, 

not worth ten pence, saved at his own risk by Lawrence, our lord.” 

  

That is what we call a parable. It was not good people Christ died to save, but sinners. It is faith 

in Christ that liberates us to do good. What I deeply believe God’s desire is, is for us to love the 

world as God loves the world. Beyond a doubt, I believe God intends us to love our neighbors as 

Jesus told us to love and to respect and serve every other human being because he or she is as 

beloved of God as we are. To do God’s good is to treat everyone as we wish to be treated and to 

reach out and take the hand of the other and ask the only really important question: How can we 

better love this world God has given us? 

  

Many, many years ago, Isaac Owen, an early Methodist missionary to California, was asked for 

an autobiographical sketch. Near the end of his days he wrote a brief description about his life. 

He wrote: 
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Isaac Owen was born in Vermont; raised in Coonrange on White River in the 

wilderness of Indiana; costumed in buckskin; fed on pound cake; educated in a 

log schoolhouse—the principle study in the course was Webster’s Spelling Book; 

converted to God in the woods; licensed to preach on a log; first circuit embraced 

a part of five counties. Dedicated his life to doing good in the name of Christ. Last 

heard of, a missionary in California, and on a review of his life, has no apologies 

to offer for having been born!  

  

As faithful Christians, seeking to do all the good of God’s loving will, let us do more than swing 

our floppy Bibles. Let us take hold of the life which really is life. And may we have no apologies 

for having been born.  

 

May we pray? Lord God, you love this world so very much, but you sent your Son so that it 

would not stay the way it is. You love us as we are, but we know that you are determined not to 

leave us as we are. Come into our hearts, so that we do not become content with sitting in our 

pews, or in our homes, or in our cars. Nurture such a vital faith in us that we would “Do all the 

good we can, By all the means we can, In all the ways we can, In all the places we can, At all the 

times we can, To all the people we can, As long as ever we can.” And help us to do it in the 

name of the love of Jesus Christ. Amen. 

  


