Pentecost 1 – June 6, 2010
Retirement & 40th anniversary of Gospel Ministry of Mrs. Linda Ottenbacher
1 Thessalonians 1:3: 
WE continually REMEMBER before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ." 
In Christ Jesus who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, dear fellow redeemed,
They call it “short term memory loss” Supposedly it’s one of the first signs of Alzheimer’s disease, but I think this short term memory thing has a much broader audience than that. My Dad use to accuse me of having it. Whenever he was about to lower the boom on me for getting into trouble at school for doing the same stupid stuff again, he’d say: “Mark, you‘ve got an awfully short memory!” From time to time, we all suffer from short memories, don’t we? We can forget our passwords or our pin numbers or our wallets after we fill up the gas tank. We can forget where we put our glasses or our car keys or our cell phones. But there’s another kind of short memory loss far more serious. King David wrote about it Psalm 103 when he said: “Praise the LORD, Oh my soul, and forget not all his benefits..."
How embarrassing to forget our passwords, pin numbers or wallets or where we put our glasses, car keys or cell phones. But when we forget the Savior God’s benefits, that’s not just embarrassing, that’s a spiritual problem! Who of us would want a have such a problem?  But such a spiritual problem can be avoided. How? When I want to remember something, I need to daily review and repeat it over and over again. It's no different when it comes to remembering all the blessings that come from the hand of our Lord. On this weekend when we say thank-you to a faithful servant of Jesus and as we join her in thanking a gracious and merciful God for this privilege of 40 years of Gospel ministry how about we exercise our memories reviewing and repeating some of those blessings? To do that we’ll make our sermon theme these 2 simple words: 
“WE REMEMBER…”

1.  What the Lord is doing for our Christian teachers! 

2.  What the Lord is doing through our Christian teachers! 
I.
I don't know about you, but when I forget things, it usually happens because I don't give the matter the thought and attention it deserves. For example, I've never once forgotten my own birthday, but I have forgotten the birthdays of people close to me. In such matters, my forgetfulness has a lot to do with the fact I'm so self-centered by nature. The sin in which I was conceived and born has left me selfish. From this sinful perspective, life is all about me. Sin has done the same thing to you. By nature we choose to remember and celebrate the wonderful things that happen to us, while at the same time our jealous old sinful flesh often tries to ignore and even forget the good things that come to those around us. Such a sinful nature has left each of us selfish, jealous, and damned.
But when Jesus with his blood-bought forgiveness comes to sinners like us, to sinners like the Apostle Paul and his coworkers, that sinful, selfish nature is overcome by a new person that sounds and acts just like Jesus. We have proof of this right here in our text. The Apostle Paul and his two partners, Silas and Timothy, are writing to the Christians in Thessalonica to teach them more truths about their Savior. Paul had gotten to spend no more than a month with these people in person. He must now continue his ministry to them through letters. He has so much to tell them, but the very first thing he wants them to know is this: "We always thank God for all of you, mentioning you in our prayers. We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ" You won't find a bit of selfishness anywhere in that prayer. Paul’s remembers with thanksgiving, not the good that came to him, but the good which came to his fellow believers in Thessalonica. I'm not suggesting Paul is ungrateful for the blessings he received from Jesus. That's what's so striking about this prayer. Paul and his companions are as happy for these Thessalonians as they are for themselves. They count the grace that has come to their fellow Christians as their very own, constantly remembering this amazing grace in their thoughts and prayers.
As followers of the Lord Jesus, we want to do the same thing today and always, as we thank him for our fellow Christians who serve us with his Word, particularly this Christian lady as she retires after 40 years of teaching Jesus’ precious little lambs. We remember the grace of God that has come to her and is to this day still working in her the wondrous gifts of which Paul speaks in our text: faith, love and hope.
The first thing we want to remember about every one of our Christian teachers is he or she is a walking miracle, a soul resurrected by God the Holy Spirit from the death of sin. The anniversary to celebrate with you today, Mrs. O, first and foremost is the anniversary of your rebirth into the family of God. We celebrate the day when Jesus put you into a home where you had a Mom and a Dad most little boys and girls in this world don’t have – a Christian Mom and Dad! They’re the ones who carried you in their arms to meet Jesus for the first time at the baptismal font. We celebrate that day when your Triune God used water together with his Word to breathe saving faith into your heart – saving faith that embraced Christ's sacrifice on a cross for all sin and made it your very own, saving faith that tapped into Christ's resurrection from the dead to fill you with a brand new life and new love too! We celebrate today the Christian pastors and teachers whom you also had in your life. They taught you the Bible stories, the Bible passages, and the Bible-based hymns through which your faith grew so that you are the Christian lady you are this day! And we celebrate today all those moments in your life, and some of them weren’t so easy, when Christ was always your leader by night and by day.
That's the way it is with God's gift of faith. It completely transforms the human heart from a cold, selfish one into a warm, selfless one that beats in sync with the love of Jesus. Freed from guilt and the fear of hell, this new heart is filled with nothing but hope. I'm not talking about wishful thinking or a positive attitude. As Paul says here, this is hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus is batting a thousand when it comes to keeping his promises, including his promise to save us from God's wrath. The Savior's perfect track record fills every Christians with a feeling of confidence. The Bible calls this confidence "hope" because it’s the best way to describe something Jesus says is going to happen in the future, something which every Christian looks forward to with eager anticipation.
Tell me, then, how can we be anything but happy for our Christian teachers like Mrs. O who enjoy God's gifts of faith, love and hope? As people who have been blessed with these same gifts, we have every reason to remember these fellow Christians before God in prayer, always thanking him for spreading the wealth of his blessings to so many others. Their gain is our gain! Their joy is our joy!
II.

That is especially true when it comes to what our Lord s been doing for our teachers. But he's given them to us not only as a reminder of what his saving love can do for sinners. You see, all the while he's working his blessings in them, he's been making them a blessing to us. It's this truth, then, that prompts us to remember not only what he is doing for our teachers, but also what he is doing through our teachers.
What Paul says to the Thessalonians, we say to our Christian teachers and especially this day to you, Linda: "We...remember...your work produced by faith..." The faith our Lord gave our teachers has produced in them the desire and ability to carry out his work among us—the work of teaching us to know and obey everything Christ has said in the Scriptures. What a blessing! Thanks to Mrs. O and all our other Christian teachers we and our children know God's Commandments — what he wants for us and demands of us. From Mrs. O and all our other Christian teachers we know our every failure to live by his Law is sin for which we deserve his eternal punishment.  But best of all, thanks to Mrs. O and all our other Christian teachers, we and our children know Jesus who has saved us from our sins by taking them all upon himself and then paying their price—our punishment—with his death in hell. These are simple truths, but remember what Peter once told his Savior about those simple truths? “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.”  Just think of it! The words Mrs. O and all our other Christian teachers speak from Jesus work in us eternal life. This makes theirs the most important work on earth!
And they know it. Every soul entrusted to their care is precious to Jesus and therefore precious to them. Because their hearts are filled with the love of Christ, they love the Savior's lambs and it shows in what Paul refers to as their “labor prompted by love.” Nothing else could explain why they teach in a Lutheran School. It's certainly not for fame or fortune that they labor. No, they put long hours into preparing and teaching their lessons, and then even more hours into correcting papers and leading some extra curricular activity or visiting with a parent, or furthering their own education, they do it all, for no other reason than to say thank you to this Jesus who has done infinitely more for them and for the precious souls they serve.  And they keep on doing it, day after day, year after year, some of them for even 40 years. We parents raise a child or two or three for the Lord and by the time we get them through their teen years, we're exhausted. We need a break. Imagine caring for a classroom of children for decades. How do they do it? Today “We remember...” their endurance inspired by hope in their Lord Jesus Christ!
Our Christian teachers are like Energizer Bunnies - they keep going and going and going. No, they don't run on batteries; they run the sure and certain hope that Christ keeps all his promises. For example, they have Christ's promise that when they teach his Word, it will not return to him empty, but it will accomplish his purpose - the purpose of drawing hearts closer to him. Do you see what that means? Each day Linda was here in this building together with all her co-workers, they came with the confidence that Jesus would be using them to make a difference in the lives of their students for time and eternity. That Jesus has done! Praise his holy name! This I also know just from being around for three short years. Linda, you and all your co-workers at St. Matthew’s are driven by the greatest hope of all, the hope that in heaven you will find yourselves surrounded by the familiar faces of all those children you had the joy and privilege of teaching in the classrooms of our school.
Fellow Christians, this is what we're celebrating today - the promises of our Lord and the power and love by which he keeps them. We may have short memories, but in his grace our Jesus doesn't let us forget all his blessings We can't because we see those blessings at work in our teachers as we remember what he is doing for them and what he is doing through them for us and for our children and for our children's children, all to his glory - the Best Friend and Savior of sinners. 
Amen.
Preached by Pastor Mark P. Lindner at St. Matthew’s Evangelical Lutheran Church, Janesville, WI.
