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An Effective Minister, Part 8 
 

Hebrews 13:17a, “…they keep watch over your souls, as those who will give an 
account…” 

 
Personally speaking, this verse frightens me.  And it ought to frighten you! This exhortation 
applies to far more than just an elder or church leader; it is the solemn responsibility of any 
and all who have taken or been given the charge of a person’s soul: 
 

• Husbands.   
• Parents.   
• Siblings.  
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• Relatives.   
• Bible study teachers/leaders.  
• Biblical friends. 

 
2 Corinthians 5:10, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that 
each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the [flesh], according to what he has 
done, whether good or bad.” 

 
That is why when we think of the gospel ministry and our own sinfulness, we are quick to 
say this with Paul: 
 

2 Corinthians 2:16b, “…who is adequate for these things?” 
 
Family of God, we know the answer… NO man is! Only God can provide the wisdom and 
enabling that is essential to being an effective minister.   
 
This is why passages like the one before us are so crucial! Our text contains God’s wisdom 
when it comes to effective ministry! Recall, the persecutors in Thessalonica sought to 
discredit Paul by attacking him as a minister.  As such, Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians 2:1-12 to 
explain and defend the integrity of his ministry while in Thessalonica.  His primary message 
in this section is that, unlike the many charlatans of his day, Paul’s ministry wasn’t fly-by-
night; it had substance! 
 

1 Thessalonians 2:1,  “For you yourselves know, brethren, that our coming to you was 
NOT IN VAIN.” 

 
Why wasn’t it in vain, Paul? How is it that you were able to reap so much fruit? Aside from 
the good pleasure of Christ, what was it about your work that yielded so many results? 
 
1 Thessalonians 2 gives the answer! It is Paul’s explanation for why his ministry was 
impactful, of substance, and so effective! 
 
Thus far we have noted eleven reasons for why Paul’s ministry had so much impact.   
 

1. Paul had a divinely wrought boldness, v. 2- he ministered knowing the greatness of 
God!  

2. He had a passion to please God, vv. 3, 4b- he loved the Lord and so sought to honor 
Him in all things.  He was ever and always tempered by God, v. 4a- Paul understood 
that the more he served the Lord, the more he would be tried by God.  Fidelity in 
ones service in the Kingdom and trial go hand-in-hand!   

3. He viewed himself as a servant of the body of Christ, v. 5- Paul was a butler in 
Christ’s household!   
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4. He did NOT claim any of the Prerogatives he had as a Servant of Christ, v. 6- for you 
and me they are many; consider the “one another” passages in Scripture.   

5. He was meek, v. 7- like a skilled surgeon, he knew when to be strong and when to be 
gentle in ministry.   

6.  He did more than simply bring a message; unlike the pleaders with a cause of his 
day Paul imparted himself in the lives of God’s people, v. 8.   

7. He wasn’t about getting, but giving, v. 9- what a contrast to the charlatans of Paul’s 
day.   

8. He was privileged to be the messenger of the greatest story ever told, a message He 
not only preached, but he himself believed, v. 9b.   

9. He conducted himself with an integrity that was above reproach, v. 10.   
10. His agenda for the people of God was not just their conversion, but their 

consecration, vv. 11-12. 
 
The twelfth characteristic Paul gave is that his service was given Coram Deo. 
 

1 Thessalonians 2:4, 5, 10,  “4 But just as we have been approved by God to be 
entrusted with the gospel, so we speak, not as pleasing men but God, who examines 
our hearts. 5 For we never came with flattering speech, as you know, nor with a pretext 
for greed- God is witness… 10 You are witnesses, AND SO IS GOD…” 

 
In these verses Paul referenced no less than three times the reality of God’s all-seeing eye! 
This notion was the foundation for what in the Reformation was referred to as Coram Deo.  
Now I’m no Latin scholar, but the phrase literally means “before the face of God” or “…in 
the presence of God.”  Dr. R. C. Sproul describes it this way: 
 

To live coram Deo is to live one’s entire life in the presence of God, under the authority 
of God, to the glory of God. (Sproul 2015) 
 

That clearly was Paul in his ministry.  When the Apostle came to Thessalonica, he was ever-
mindful of the Lord before whom he ministered! We see that in three separate phrases in 
this text: 
 

1 Thessalonians 2:4b, 5b, 10a, “4b…but God, who examines our hearts… 5bGod is 
witness… 10aYou are witnesses, and so is God…” 

 
There is no question: Paul executed his ministry mindful that it was always before his ever-
present and all-seeing Lord! It truly was coram Deo! Recall Christ’s promise in the Great 
Commission: 
 

Matthew 28:20b, “…and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” 
 
In this regard, consider with me each of the statements Paul made in this passage 
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referencing our always present God- each carries a particular nuance: 
 

1 Thessalonians 2:4b, “But just as we have been approved by God to be entrusted with 
the gospel, so we speak, not as pleasing men but God, who examines our hearts” 

 
As we saw, the word for “examine” in this verse has to do with tempering.  Because God 
sees all things, He ever and always knows what we are and what we need! As a result, His 
providences are individually ordained, hand-picked, according to the need of the moment! 
 
Paul understood this well, and so he ministered with a profound sense of the presence of 
God in his life!! At all times and through all times, Paul knew His Lord was present! 
 

1 Thessalonians 2:5b, “…God is witness” 
 
In the Bible, to call upon God as your witness was a serious thing! It was to acknowledge 
what I consider to be two brutal truths.  First, it was an invitation to God, who alone knows 
the heart and mind of man, to mark ones thoughts, motives, and words OR to note ones 
actions.  Secondly, it was an appeal to God to render judgment in the case of deceit, mixed-
motive, or failure to perform.  In this regard notice, to call “God as your witness” was to 
impose upon yourself a malediction in the case of rebellion or failure! And so for example 
when Leah and Rachel’s father entered into a covenant with Jacob, Laban said this: 
 

Genesis 31:50, “If you mistreat my daughters, or if you take wives besides my 
daughters, although no man is with us, see, God is witness between you and me.” 

 
The idea here is that if Jacob rebelled, God would curse him! It would be God with whom he 
would have to do! 
 

Judges 11:10, “And the elders of Gilead said to Jephthah, ‘The Lord is witness between 
us; surely we will do as you have said.’” 

 
Knowing that what they were agreeing to was something to which God would hold them 
accountable, the elders responded with “of course we’re going to obey”! 
 
This is the idea conveyed here.  Paul executed his ministry knowing that in and through all 
things God was watching and would hold Paul accountable to the standard of His ministry! 
In the words of the Hebrew author: 
 

Hebrews 4:13, “…there is no creature hidden from His sight, but all things are open and 
laid bare to the eyes of Him with whom we have to do.” 

 
This brings us to the third phrase Paul used here to reference God’s All-Seeing Eye: 
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11 Thessalonians 2:10a, “You are witnesses, and so is God…” 
 
If you know anything about the Jewish legal system during Bible times, you know that a 
person could NOT be condemned in a trial except on the testimony of two or more 
witnesses! This was the legal standard for all court cases in Scripture (cf. Deuteronomy 17:6; 
19:15-19; Matthew 18:16; 2 Corinthians 13:1).  As such throughout the Bible an appeal to 
two or more witnesses represented nothing less than a solemn statement, assertion, or 
request. 
 
Knowing this, it therefore is quite significant that Paul appeals here to two witnesses with 
regard to what he was about to say: “the Thessalonians and God!” Accordingly, the 
emphasis in this verse is NOT on God as judge (as in v. 5), BUT God as an eye-witness who 
knows and sees all!  It is God as a witness in a court of law.  It is testimony by a Being who 
misses nothing in our lives, but beholds first hand all that we have done in His name and 
what has been done to us on account of Him.  There is an element of encouragement here! 
 

2 Thessalonians 1:6-8, “…it is only just for God to repay with affliction those who afflict 
you, and to give relief to you who are afflicted and to us as well when the Lord Jesus 
shall be revealed from heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire, dealing out 
retribution to those who do not know God and to those who do not obey the gospel of 
our Lord Jesus.” 

 
Because all of life is coram Deo, the Lord does not miss anything either done against Him or 
for Him!  
 

Hebrews 6:10, “For God is not unjust so as to forget your work and the love which you 
have shown toward His name, in having ministered and in still ministering to the 
saints.” 

 
Now take all of these expressions together and you have a proper understanding of what 
coram Deo is all about! It is being in the presence of One who 
 

• Loves US so much He tempers us.   
• Loves TRUTH so much He holds us accountable to it.   
• Loves JUSTICE so much He will ever and always vindicate both his and our name! 

 
And yet, there is more that could be said and needs to be said: coram Deo is NOT that God 
sees all, BUT that all that is done is carried out in the direct presence of God! In this regard, I 
want to remind you again of the statement God made in the design of the 
tabernacle/temple and the incredible message God gave when Christ died on the cross. 
 
The design of the tabernacle/temple God designated three distinct areas:  the outer court, 
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the holy place, and the holy of holies.   
 
The outer court corresponded to the world, where 
His people lived, where they sinned, and so the need 
for their daily cleansing. 
 
The Holy Place corresponded to God’s cleansed 
people and their daily life of sacrifice and devotion 
to the Lord.  This is shown to us in the altar of 
incense, the table of showbread, and the golden 
lampstand.  In this place, the priests ministered 
twice daily ensuring that God’s people were ever and always devoted to the Lord. 
 
The Holy of Holies is where God Himself dwelt and where only man could fellowship with 
God.  It was here that God met with His people once a year between the two cherubim on 
the mercy seat.  The rest of the year, a curtain hung between the Holy of Holies and the 
Holy Place to protect man from God. 
 
When Christ died on the cross, what happened to the protective curtain that separated 
God’s dwelling from man? We all know that it was torn in two “from top to bottom” with 
the implication that it was God who removed the curtain (Matthew 27:51).  Because the 
curtain was so large the only way a man could rip it in two would be from the bottom up.  
That it was torn from the top down indicates a direct act of God, as if God Himself reached 
down from heaven, grabbed it with both hands, and tore it apart! 
 
It is quite appropriate to conclude from this that on account of the death of Christ, that 
which prevented us from entering into God’s presence- our sin- the Lord forcefully 
removed! Yet there is another application which is quite incredible.   
 
Again, from God’s perspective what was the purpose of the temple curtain? It protected 
God’s people from the holiness of God as they lived out their daily lives.  So when God 
removed the temple curtain we understand this as an invasion on the part of God into our 
daily life.  Accordingly we understand that all that we do as servants of Christ is done in the 
direct presence of God! In Christ, the holy place has now become the holy of holies! 
 
This is what coram Deo is all about! How we need to hear this.  When we think of the 
omnipresence of God, the fact that God is everywhere, in all places, at all times- we tend to 
think of it not quite accurately.  The omnipresence of God is NOT that God is always present 
in our lives, BUT that we are always in the presence of God! 
 

Psalms 139:7-10, “Where can I go from Thy Spirit? Or where can I flee from Thy 
presence? If I ascend to heaven, Thou art there; if I make my bed in Sheol, behold, Thou 
art there.  If I take the wings of the dawn, if I dwell in the remotest part of the sea, even 
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there Thy hand will lead me, and Thy right hand will lay hold of me.” 
 
It is notable that David spoke here of God’s omnipresence NOT in terms of God always 
being in our presence, BUT us always being in His presence! That is what coram Deo is all 
about! We see it in Proverbs. 
 

Proverbs 15:3, “The eyes of the Lord are in every place, watching the evil and the 
good.” 

 
How is it that God sees all? Because all things are immediately in the presence of God! 
 

Ezekiel 8:12, “Then He said to me, ‘Son of man, do you see what the elders of the house 
of Israel are committing in the dark, each man in the room of his carved images? For 
they [mistakenly] say, “The Lord does not see us…”’” 

 
Even when we are in the most secure environment away from any and all people, we are 
never out of the presence of the Lord who truly sees all. 
 

Jeremiah 23:23-24, “‘Am I a God who is near,’ declares the Lord, ‘And not a God far off? 
Can a man hide himself in hiding places, so I do not see him?’ declares the Lord. ‘Do I 
not fill the heavens and the earth?’ declares the Lord.” 

 
From these passages I hope you see that in and through all things we are ever and always in 
the presence of God! 
 
It is a subtle nuance, but an important one! If God is ever-present in our lives, then we could 
conclude that He is on our turn in our homes- like an invited guest.  But if we are always in 
the presence of God, then we must see that we are ever and always on HIS turf in HIS 
house! Our living is done, as it were, in the holy of holies!  That is what coram Deo is all 
about! And it was with this that Paul carried out his ministry.   
 
How we must carry out ours! We must see that at no time are we ever outside of the 
presence of the Lord! All that we do and think, at all times, is done in the presence of our 
God! 
 
In light of this, let me encourage you using the three nuances Paul made when it came to 
this glorious doctrine of coram Deo.  From 1 Thessalonians 2:4, we saw that coram Deo 
meant for Paul that because God sees all things, knows what we are and so what we need! 
As such, His providences are individually ordained, hand-picked according to the need of the 
moment!  
 
How does this foster ministry? In light of this doctrine there is no such thing as a mistake!  
As you exercise the call God has placed on your life, you will encounter various and sundry 
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providences; some sweet, some bitter.  Understand therefore that at all times God knows 
what you are about and so what you need! Never does God intrude on our life! 
 

Isaiah 43:1-3a, “But now, thus says the Lord, your Creator, O Jacob, and He who formed 
you, O Israel, ‘Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name; you are 
Mine! When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, 
they will not overflow you.  When you walk through the fire, you will not be scorched, 
nor will the flame burn you.  For I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your 
Savior…’” 

 
In His omnipresence, the Lord ordains trial and difficulty and yet is never far off when His 
providence comes to pass.  Rather, he is there alongside us: strengthening, encouraging, 
and shaping us!  Accordingly, we can take all things from the hand of a loving Lord who 
hand picks the providences of our life!  Dr. R. C. Sproul commented: 
 

To be aware of the presence of God is also to be acutely aware of His sovereignty… 
Living under divine sovereignty involves more than a reluctant submission to sheer 
sovereignty that is motivated out of a fear of punishment.  It involves recognizing that 
there is no higher goal than offering honor to God.  Our lives are to be living sacrifices, 
oblations offered in a spirit of adoration and gratitude. (Sproul 2015) 

 
From v. 5 we saw that coram Deo meant for Paul that it was before the Lord He ministered 
and it was to the Lord he would render account.  Truly this is sobering!  Hebrews 4 indicates 
that coram Deo includes even “the thoughts and the intentions of the heart” (v. 12).  
Accordingly, on the Day of Judgment “…all things will be opened and laid bare to the eyes of 
Him with whom we have to do!” (Hebrews 4:13) 
 
How did this truth encourage Paul to be an effective minister? He knew that coming quickly 
like a freight train is the Last Judgment where everyone will stand before God and give an 
accounting for the deeds they have done in the flesh (2 Corinthians 5:10)! 
 

To live in the presence of God is to understand that whatever we are doing and 
wherever we are doing it, we are acting under the gaze of God.  God is omnipresent.  
There is no place so remote that we can escape His penetrating gaze. (Sproul 2015) 

 
 So who cares what man may think or do? We have God with whom we have to do... and 
that very soon! And yet from 1 Thessalonians 2:10 we also saw that coram Deo meant for 
Paul that God not only was our judge, BUT also a witness to everything that occurs in our 
lives- He knows all and sees all! At first blush this may sound like bad news, but it is not! 
This is a most wonderful truth: 
 

Hebrews 13:5b-6,  “… [be] content with what you have; for He Himself has said, ‘I will 
never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you,’ so that we confidently say, ‘The Lord is 
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my helper, I will not be afraid.  What shall man do to me?’” 
 

Psalms 34:18-19, “The Lord is near to the brokenhearted, and saves those who are 
crushed in spirit.  Many are the afflictions of the righteous; but the Lord delivers him 
out of them all.” 

 
Are you down pressed and struggling? Not sure if any care? God does for He sees your pain 
and sorrow!   Are you fearful that the past might catch up to you? That someday the world 
will know what only you know? Be encouraged! God has seen it all and He loves you! 
 
Do you hurt when people reject you? When your good is evil spoken of? When your labor is 
met with slander and put at naught? Be encouraged! God hasn’t missed a thing in your life.  
In the end He will pronounce to all in Christ, “Well done, though good and faithful servant!” 
(Matthew 25:21, 23) 
 
Are you pained when you are marginalized? When your spouse or your child 
underappreciates the work you have done for them? When the tangible love you have 
expressed to a brother or sister is “not enough” and so is criticized? Know that the Kingdom 
of God is before you in Christ! You most certainly matter to Him!  In this regard, I love the 
words of G. K. Beale: 
 

Paul underscores God’s ongoing attesting activity by twice noting that God is a witness 
in the following verses (2:5, 10).  Though his motives were condemned in the world’s 
courtroom (e.g., Philippi: 2:2; Acts 16:11–40; Thessalonica: Acts 17:5–9), Paul is 
vindicated in heaven’s courtroom.  Armed with the knowledge that he is backed by 
divine approval, Paul has robust confidence in being God’s legal ambassador (see 2 
Corinthians 2:17; 4:2; 12:19; cf. 11:13).  

 
In contrast to many today, including some in the church, who gain confidence from the 
approval ratings of polls, Paul was concerned only about one person’s approval- God’s.  
The source of our proclamation should be a heart that is confident before God because 
God himself knows our heart and that our sole motive is to please him.  With such 
assurance of God’s approval, neither worldly nor evil superhuman powers should tempt 
us to quiver about taking a high profile in our faith. (Beale 2003, 67) 
 

Family of God! May the fact that all our ministry is done in the presence of the Lord sober, 
strengthen, and encourage you in all things! The world may not be watching… yeah, even 
your loved ones! But God ever and always is! 
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