Mother’s Day 2019

“The Challenge of a Godly Mother”

1 Thessalonians 2:6-9

Mother’s Day is here again, when we try to make up for a year of taking Mom for granted in a single day. Flowers, jewelry, or taking her out for dinner demonstrate our appreciation for the woman who, for many of us, is the single most influential person in our lives.


For some Mother’s Day is challenging, though, for they don’t want to do the same ol’ thing every year for Mom. The challenge lies in trying to keep Mother’s Day fresh and meaningful each second Sunday in May.


The same can be said for preachers as well: Mother’s Day, like Christmas and Easter, can be challenging because we address the same subject each year, and it is important to maintain fresh perspectives on these vital themes. After several years of ministry, this challenge becomes greater with each passing holiday.


As I approached the Mother’s Day message this year, I wanted to take a fresh look on the subject, and I found my text in 1 Thessalonians 2:6-9,

We were not looking for praise from men, not from you or anyone else. As apostles of Christ we could have been a burden to you, but we were gentle among you, like a mother caring for her little children. We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us. Surely you remember, brothers, our toil and hardship; we worked night and day in order not to be a burden to anyone while we preached the gospel of God to you.


Here the apostle Paul likens his ministry to the Thessalonian Christians to a mother caring for her little children. (In the following paragraph he uses the example of a father, so guess what text I’ll be using next month on Father’s Day!) In these few verses, Paul describes three characteristics of a godly mother, and implied in this paragraph is a challenge for all of us.

The Characteristics of a Godly Mother


The first characteristic alluded to here is that a godly mother is gentle. Verse six states clearly, “We were gentle among you, like a mother caring for her little children.” These words immediately bring to mind the image of a mother with a newborn baby, holding it tenderly, talking to it in hushed tones or even whispers, caressing it softly.


I don’t know where women learn to do that—it must be part of their genetic makeup—because most men just don’t have it! True, some guys are better around small children than others, but even then I think it has to be learned. Ladies—particularly mothers—seem to come by it naturally.


This can be seen in the way we hold a newborn. Most guys—myself included—hold a tiny baby very stiffly, afraid that we’re going to break it somehow. I remember holding my first niece shortly after she was born, and I was so rigid in my posture that the muscles in my arms and neck started to cramp! But most ladies just know how to hold a child gently.

Paul and his companions weren’t rough or insensitive to the Thessalonians; they were gentle, like a nursing mother caring for her children. There’s nothing selfish in a mother’s role. Instead, mothers are in a constant state of giving of themselves to their children. Paul gently and tenderly cradled those infant believers in Thessalonica, nourishing them with the food of God’s Word. He selflessly committed himself to understanding their hopes and fears so he could meet their genuine needs.

Paul had patience with the new Christians. Children do not grow up instantly. They all experience growing pains and encounter problems as they mature. Paul’s love for them made him patient, because love suffers long, and is kind.


A mother’s gentleness is also seen in another Scripture text. The Lord says in Isaiah 66:13, “As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you; and you will be comforted over Jerusalem.” Think of how many times in our childhood that Mom comforted us when we needed it. After we fell off our bikes, after we lost the game or contest, after we got dumped by our boyfriend or girlfriend—Mom was always there with soothing words and a comforting hug. Dads tend to be full of advice in those situations; Moms tend to be full of affection. (This is why Moms get better presents on Mother’s Day than Dads do on Father’s Day!)

There is nothing that can ever take the place of a mother’s gentleness or love. This is something a child can sense before they can talk. Children recognize the existence of a mother even before they are aware of their own existence. Mother’s regulate the emotional temperature of a home, much like a thermostat.


A second characteristic listed by Paul is that a godly mother is giving. Paul writes in verses 7-8, “We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us. Surely you remember, brothers, our toil and hardship; we worked night and day in order not to be a burden to anyone while we preached the gospel of God to you.” His ministry was marked by giving, even to the point of sacrifice. As John Stott points out, “Far from using them to minister to himself, he gave himself to minister to them.”

The Thessalonians had become precious to him. He loved them with strong brotherly love. They could get close to him. Unlike some leaders who maintain a safe distance from those over whom they’ve been placed, Paul didn’t guard his personal space and didn’t cling to a strictly professional relationship. He was all about loving people and providing for their needs—spiritually and physically.
 Love is essentially self-giving.
 I often say that the opposite of love is not hate, but rather selfishness. 

What better human example of giving is there than a mother? Moms are constantly giving on behalf of their children. Don’t be fooled into thinking that “working moms” are those who have jobs outside the home. I can’t think of anyone who works harder than the mother of small children—and the more children there are, the more work they do!


Think about the description of the “virtuous woman” found in Proverbs 31. We read in verses 15-27,

She gets up while it is still dark; she provides food for her family and portions for her servant girls. She considers a field and buys it; out of her earnings she plants a vineyard. She sets about her work vigorously; her arms are strong for her tasks. She sees that her trading is profitable, and her lamp does not go out at night. In her hand she holds the distaff and grasps the spindle with her fingers. She opens her arms to the poor and extends her hands to the needy. When it snows, she has no fear for her household for all of them are clothed in scarlet. She makes coverings for her bed; she is clothed in fine linen and purple. Her husband is respected at the city gate, where he takes his seat among the elders of the land. She makes linen garments and sells them, and supplies the merchants with sashes. She is clothed with strength and dignity; she can laugh at the days to come. She speaks with wisdom, and faithful instruction is on her tongue. She watches over the affairs of her household and does not eat the bread of idleness. 


That’s work! That wears me out just reading it! And yet that is typical of mothers in homes throughout time and all around the world. A godly mother is giving.


Thirdly, a godly mother is gracious. I take that idea from the phrase Paul repeats at the beginning and at the end of our text this morning: “not to be a burden to you.” While the biblical concept of graciousness is closely aligned with giving, I see graciousness as the attitude behind the action of giving. It is possible to give without being gracious. We can be giving even to the point of sacrificing and still be a burden on the recipients, by always reminding them how much they owe us or by nagging at them.


The godly mother, though, is gracious in her attitude. Though they deserve so much more attention and appreciation than is given on one day a year, most don’t even like the fuss made over them on Mother’s Day! The truly godly mother doesn’t really understand all the attention—it’s just their role as mothers.

The Challenge of a Godly Mother


I doubt that anyone would argue these characteristics of a godly mother. Many of us recognize them in our own mothers and we appreciate them. This is the picture of the Spirit-controlled mother, exhibiting the fruit of the Spirit.
 Sounds good—another Mother’s Day sermon is over, right?


Not quite.


In addition to praising the characteristics of a godly mother, this text also provides the challenge of a godly mother. And this is not solely directed toward mothers, so no one is off the hook!


The challenge is more implied than explicitly stated. It stems from the fact of who wrote these words. Paul was not a mother—not even a woman—and yet he could claim to act this way toward the church. Therefore, any of us can act in this way…and we should. Stott comments,

It is a lovely thing that a man as tough and masculine as the apostle Paul should have used this feminine metaphor. Some Christian leaders become both self-centred and autocratic. The more their authority is challenged, the more they assert it. We all need to cultivate more, in our pastoral ministry, of the gentleness, love and self-sacrifice of a mother.


What is true for ministers is true for all of us at home, at work, at church—wherever we find ourselves.


We should all be gentle. When I think of gentleness in a man, my mind goes to the late Bob Ross, the artist on the PBS show, “The Joy of Painting.” His voice is so gentle and soothing that I sometimes find myself falling asleep when I watch the show! Even within his programs he refers to the gentle touch needed at times in his painting. He describes certain brushstrokes as “two hairs and some air,” being careful not to put undue marks in the painting.


The greatest example of gentleness, though, is found in our Savior. Jesus said of Himself in Matthew 11:28-30,

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.

If we need lessons in gentleness and humility, Jesus is the perfect example. Go through the Gospels and see how He dealt with people of all kinds—men, women, children, young, old, rich, poor—He treated them all with the same gentleness and humility that we ought to exhibit.

As Christians, we are all called to be gentle. In Galatians 5:22-23 we read of “the fruit of the Spirit,” which includes “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” All followers of Christ should be characterized in these ways.

Paul writes in Ephesians 4:2, “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.” He expands on this thought in Colossians 3:12-14,

Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. 


Secondly, we should all be giving. As I have emphasized time and time again, Christianity is all about love, and love is all about giving. Sacrifice is the antithesis of selfishness, which is the antithesis of love. Our lives ought to be marked with the same selfless, sacrificial giving that the godly mother exercises on a daily basis.


Finally, we should all be gracious. In addition to the actions of generosity and sacrifice, we need to adopt the attitude of graciousness. Rather than being a burden on others, we should do everything in humility, not expecting to be praised or paid back. Peter writes in 2 Peter 3:18, “But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” Many of us—particularly men—do better with growing in knowledge than we do with growing in grace. Both are necessary for Christian growth.


For our Moms today, we want to celebrate all that you have done and continue to do. We want to commend you on your gentleness, your giving, and your graciousness. You truly reflect the qualities of Christ in these ways.


For all the rest of us, let us take on the challenge of a godly mother, for as Christians we are all called to exhibit these characteristics. If we need to see how that is done, most of us need to look no further than dear ol’ Mom.
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