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Introduction 
A few years out of college and in preparation for ordination, I’ll never forget sitting 
before the Iowa-Minnesota District Board of Ministerial Development for my final 
ordination interview.  This was the last of six interviews, the board was impressed with 
my wife and I, we were considered great candidates for ministry, and all systems were 
go.  But toward the end of the interview I was asked a question that caused everyone to 
put on the brakes.  It had nothing to do with my theology, nothing to do with my 
testimony or Wesleyan history and holiness but just near the end I was asked, “Jon, you 
know that many of the churches in our district are in rural areas or in small towns, 
would you be willing to serve in one of these churches if needed”?  Would I be willing to 
serve in rural Iowa?  Rudd, Howardville, Fayette?  I knew the right answer to that 
question was “yes”, but for some reason what came out of my mouth was “no, probably 
not.” Wrong!!  And so, for the next ten minutes I tried to explain my answer and 
convince everyone that I was indeed a team player and willing to submit to authority but 
I just didn’t feel gifted for the country. I am a city guy.   
 
I love cities.  I love the energy, the excitement, the things to do, the restaurants, the 
museums, the culture and the vibe.  Most of the world would agree with me as the chart 
on the screens illustrates.  People are flocking to cities.  Cities are like a giant magnet 
especially in the United States where 63% of people now live in a MAJOR urban area. 
Tim Keller, the famous author and pastor in NYC once famously stated, “cities have 
more of the image of God per square inch than any other place on earth”.  It’s true.  If 
we can reach the cities with the gospel than certainly we can reach the rest of the nation.  
 
The Apostle Paul understood this reality quite well. He knew that if he could reach the 
cities he could influence the rest of the region and over the next six weeks we are going 
to focus on six of the major cities on Pauls’ second missionary journey in a series we are 
calling Unstoppable: Church. Almost methodically, Paul travels from city to city making 
disciples, planting churches and impacting culture.  During this series, we will cover six 
cities.  Here they are. Phillipi, Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, Corinth and Ephesus.  
 
See each of these six cities is unique and different.  They each have their own history, 
values, dreams, fears and most importantly… idols.   The challenge for Paul, which by 
the way is the same challenge for us, was to discover the idolatry of each of these six 
cities, challenge it, and then provide the answer through the gospel.  By the way, when I 
talk about idolatry, don’t think about physical objects made of silver or gold.  Think 
about anything that you worship other than God.  To help us, I want to flash a city on 
the screen and I want you to think, what does this city worship other than God.  In one 
word, what is the leading idol of each city.  Here we go.  
 
Washington DC:  Power 
Las Vegas:   Pleasure 
New York City:   Success 



Los Angeles:   Image 
San Diego:   Health 
Boston:   Knowledge 
San Francisco:  Equality 
 
Thessalonica 
Last week, Sam introduced our series by looking at Phillipi and today I want to examine 
Thessalonica and specifically how the people turned from idols to worship the living 
God.  To get some perspective, this is a map of Paul’s second missionary journey.  You 
can see the six cities of our series very clearly on this map: Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea, 
Athens, Corinth, Ephesus and back home.  Let’s start by briefly looking at the city of 
Thessalonica in Acts 17. Thessalonica was one of the chief cities of Macedonia from 
Hellenistic times down to the present day and grew quite rapidly primarily because of its 
location and the reputation.  The city was known for being hard working and 
industrious. Thessalonica was the seat of Macedonia and practically speaking, the 
capital of the whole province.  It was a seaport, a commercial center, a trade city and if 
we were to play the game we played earlier, the one word idol for the Thessalonians was 
probably work.  They worshipped their work and yes, they also worshipped physical 
idols as well.  I know none of us would ever worship our work or be workaholics or allow 
our jobs to overshadow our families or spiritual life, but they did.  That was the ethos of 
the city.  Hard working. Let’s pick up our story from Acts 17.   
 
 “When Paul and his companions had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they 
came to Thessalonica, where there was a Jewish synagogue. 2As was his custom, Paul 
went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the 
Scriptures, 3explaining and proving that the Messiah had to suffer and rise from the 
dead. “This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Messiah,” he said. 4Some of the Jews 
were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing 
Greeks and quite a few prominent women.” Acts 17:1-4 
 
Most scholars believe Paul was in Thessalonica for about six months and here he spends 
three weeks sharing the gospel and seeing much fruit from his labors.  Because 
Thessalonica was primarily a Greek city, the church also became predominantly Greek. 
Notice, “some of the Jews” were persuaded but “a large number of God-fearing Greeks” 
joined in as well. Let’s keep reading,  
 
“5But other Jews were jealous; so they rounded up some bad characters from the 
marketplace, formed a mob and started a riot in the city. They rushed to Jason’s house 
in search of Paul and Silas in order to bring them out to the crowd. 6But when they did 
not find them, they dragged Jason and some other believers before the city officials, 
shouting: “These men who have caused trouble all over the world have now come 
here, 7and Jason has welcomed them into his house. They are all defying Caesar’s 
decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus.” 8When they heard this, 
the crowd and the city officials were thrown into turmoil. 9Then they made Jason and 
the others post bond and let them go.” Acts 17:5-9 
 



Paul is upsetting the apple cart.  The Jews and the people had a nice thing going and 
Paul was messing it up, so knowing the hard-working culture of the city, they rounded 
up some rough and tough characters, formed a mob and start a riot. Underneath all the 
hard work and toil, there was a simmering anger in Thessalonica and the Jews tap into 
it.  The mob rushes to Jason’s house (notice the Greek name), an apparent friend of Paul 
and Silas and then drag Jason AND some other believers through city, throw them down 
in front of the government and are required to post bond and let them go.  Paul and 
Silas soon leave but only after a solid church is planted that challenges the idols of the 
city.  We see this fact, a few years later as Paul writes back to Thessalonica the following 
words,  
 
“2We always thank God for all of you and continually mention you in our 
prayers. 3We remember before our God and Father (notice the terms he uses in 
confronting the idol of work) your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by 
love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.” Thessalonians 
1:1-3.  Paul takes the hard working, achievement oriented Thessalonians and reframes 
work, labor and endurance by talking about faith, hope and love.  He goes on.  
 
 “7And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia. 8The 
Lord’s message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia—your faith in 
God has become known everywhere. Therefore, we do not need to say anything about 
it, 9for they themselves report what kind of reception you gave us. They tell how 
you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, 10and to wait 
for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from 
the coming wrath.”  The faith of the Thessalonians was a model to all the believers and 
their faith had become known everywhere.  Why?  Because these believers turned to God 
from idols. They turned to God from idols. In each of the six cities Paul encountered, he 
identified the idols, he challenged them, and then he appealed to their deeper hopes by 
presenting the gospel.  
 
Fishers, IN 
We were created to worship God and everyone worships something.  Do you agree?  
They turned to God from idols.  But let’s just imagine for a moment that after 
Thessalonica, Paul and his companions were sleeping and in the middle of the night 
Paul had a vision from a man from Fishers, Indiana who said, “come help us” and 
concluding that God had called them to Fishers they trek across Europe, board a ship 
across the Atlantic Ocean, land and hike their way all the way to Indiana and as was his 
custom, Paul begins by preaching in the synagogue or in our case, right here at Trinity 
Church.  Can you imagine?  What idols would he find here?  Would we eventually get 
tired of him and drive him out of the church?  We might…Paul had a habit of stepping 
on toes.    
 
But seriously what idols would he find in Fishers, Indiana. Certainly, it’s different than 
Pendleton, Lawrence, Anderson, Noblesville and Indianapolis. What would he say about 
our city?  Granted not everyone that attends Trinity lives in Fishers but I think what I’m 
about to share is a good representation of the community to the north of us. Let’s begin 
with crime and law enforcement.  Safety.  In 2011 and 2012 Fishers was ranked “Safest 



city in the nation” by CQ Press in their City Crime Rankings.  In 2015, Carmel and 
Fishers were ranked #1 and #2 as safest suburbs in the country.  Safety.  We are safe.    
Let’s talk about wealth. Hamilton county is THE wealthiest county in the state of 
Indiana and getting richer.  The average household income in 2000 was $75, 638.  In 
2010 it is $109, 397.  The average household income in Indiana is $50,532.  
Furthermore, the homes being built are bigger and more expensive, especially on this 
side of the city.  
 
2010: 481 buildings, average cost: $172,800 
2011: 459 buildings, average cost: $191,200 
2012: 517 buildings, average cost: $236,600 
2013: 633 buildings, average cost: $255,400 
2014: 564 buildings, average cost: $295,600 
 
Education?  Got it covered.  Hamilton Southeast High school is ranked #8 in the state of 
Indiana, Fishers high school is consistently top 10 and most schools in the district are 
8,9 and 10 star schools with 98.2% of individuals have a high school degree or higher.  
98.2%!! Because of the high level of education, the wealth, and safety of the area, it has 
attracted wealthy and educated immigrants from communities specifically from India 
and the Middle East.  Fishers has been targeted as a destination city for muslim 
immigrants specifically and Eman Schools on Allisonville and Lantern Rd are growing 
in enrollment with 150 students attending in 2016.  Sunblest apartments and north of 
116th have been transformed in the last 10 years. Fishers is also a friendly city.  Money 
Magazine ranked Fishers #12 as best places to live in America and Forbes ranked it #3 
as the friendliest city in the nation.  In 2011, it was named one of the top 10 cities for 
families in the United States and Hamilton county is one of the fastest growing counties 
in the nation.  OK, wow!  What about spiritually?  City Data has provided the following 
statistics for Hamilton County  
 
Evangelical Protestant 45,849 in 121 congregations and slightly growing 
Catholic   40,251 in 8 congregations and consolidating or declining 
Mainline Protestant  24,297 in 45 congregations and declining 
Other    3,969 in 13 congregations and growing 
Orthodox   2,455 in 2 congregations and growing 
Black     249 in 1 congregation and stable 
Nones    157,499 in 0 congregations and rapidly growing  
 
55.19% of people don’t affiliate with any religion which is 7% higher than the rest of the 
state.  Furthermore, only 20.2% of residents are evangelical.  Look at that number.  
157,499 people and growing that have no religious affiliation.  Fishers is wealthy, safe, 
educated, white collar, family friendly, rapidly growing, increasing in educated and 
wealthy immigrants and on the outside, everything looks really nice!  When you drive up 
and down Allisonville and Hague and down 116th and 96th everything looks great.  When 
you cross 69 and go to Cumberland and see IKEA and Top Golf coming in with dozens of 
restaurants, etc, you realize wow!  There are big churches all over the place and nice 
churches and yet, 55.2% of people don’t affiliate with any religion.  God and church 
don’t seem to be high priorities.  People in Fishers have some incredible churches to 



choose from and the majority aren’t interested.  Why?  Because we have very powerful 
idols in our community.   
 
Church attendance and faith aren’t as important in Fishers, because the enemy has 
blinded people into thinking that somehow money, a good job, a nice safe neighborhood 
and good kids is all people need to be happy and fulfilled.  These are the things they 
worship and the worship of God has been replaced with the worship of other things. See 
the fact that 157,499 people don’t attend church doesn’t mean that they don’t worship 
something.  No, the fact that 157,499 don’t attend church means they worship 
something other than God, an idol.  What are the idols in Fishers?  Money, safety, 
family, comfort, security?  
 
Conclusion 
When the people of Thessalonica were arrested for following Jesus, listen to the charge.  
“These men who have caused trouble all over the world have now come here, 7and 
Jason has welcomed them into his house. They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying 
that there is another king, one called Jesus.” Acts 17:6-7 
 
The church of Thessalonica said “there is another king”.  The church of Thessalonica 
didn’t simply add Jesus to their list of idols.  Instead, they defied the power structures, 
the idol of Caesar worship, the temptation to find identity in work, the Greek and 
Roman way of life and said, Jesus is Lord.  Jesus is king.  Jesus trumps all other idols.  
And when Paul wrote the early church, the word began to spread that “They tell how 
you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God”.  1 Thess. 1:8 
 
And here is what is crazy and what happens all the time and oddly enough even causes 
some churches to grow.  Rather than confronting the idols of our day, they feed them, 
they accommodate them, they preach the gospel without never addressing them.  Yes, it 
is possible to preach a gospel that accommodates the idols of money, comfort, security, 
control and safety.  But that’s not the gospel message Jesus preached.  It’s not the way 
Paul operated.  Paul confronted idols and did it regularly and guess what, he ticked a lot 
of people in the synagogue off and it resulted in problems and the early church had to 
endure persecution and the city didn’t understand the counter culture approach, but as 
a result people all over the world told “How they turned to God from idols to serve the 
living and true God” and Jesus was king.   
 
Jesus was very clear.  You cannot serve both God and money. Notice the word both.  
This wasn’t either/or, this was Jesus saying don’t think you can serve both.  You can’t 
worship both God and personal comfort.  You can’t worship both God and personal 
security.  You can’t worship both God and family.  The six churches in the book of Acts 
were planted NOT by embracing the idolatry of the city and just adding Jesus but rather 
by demolishing the idolatry of the city, drawing a line in the sand and saying, you cannot 
worship both.  So let me ask you…what are the idols in your life that compete with your 
worship of God?  What dominates your time, affections and energy?  What is that thing 
that seems to deaden your faith in Christ? I want you to take out your Next Steps cards 
in the seat back in front of you and answer this question. 
 



Is safety and security becoming an idol for you?  Does everything have to be perfectly 
predictable and safe to step out for God?  Is that faith? How do you confront that idol?  
Take risks?  Step out?  Yes, meet strangers.  Is wealth and comfort becoming an idol for 
you?  How do you confront that idol?  Give, be generous, become downwardly mobile.  
Just because you can do something doesn’t mean you should.  Limit your lifestyle and 
give more and more away.  Confront the idol. Are your kids becoming an idol?  This is a 
tricky one.  We have a responsibility as parents but not to idolize our kids.  Our 
responsibility is to train our kids.  Not to give our kids what they want, but to give them 
what they need.  Not to raise them to be dependent on us, but raise them to be 
dependent on God.  And idolizing our kids means making life about their happiness 
rather than God’s, making sure they are pleased rather than God being pleased.   Take 
just a moment because these are the things that need destroyed in order to become a 
greater worshipper of God.  What are the idols?   
 
Here’s the deal.  Who sits on the throne?  Money, Comfort, Security, Family, 
Significance, Image, Success or Jesus!  And very clearly as you come forward with the 
idols that vie for your affection, I want you to lay them down and literally take up your 
cross and follow Jesus.  He needs to sit on the throne and communion is an opportunity 
to remember his death and resurrection to celebrate the hope we have in Christ and to 
joyfully reposition Jesus at the center.  And so, “on the night Jesus was betrayed he took 
bread and broke it saying, this is my body broken for you.  Do this in remembrance of 
me.  In the same way after supper he took the cup and said, this cup is the new covenant 
in my blood, do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me”.  If you are a 
follower of Christ willing to lay down the idols of your heart and commit to following 
Jesus, this table is open for you or perhaps today for the first time, you want to commit 
your life to Christ, today I invite you to come. 


