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Stand Firm and Hold on to the Word
1.  Through it, God called you
2. Through it, God strengthens you.

Every parent who has sent a child off to college feels the dread of their child’s independence.  You know that you’ve warned them about the dangers of the wrong friends, the wrong habits.  But did they listen?  You know what goes on at college.  Will they make it on their own?  Will they survive into adulthood?  There is a strong sense of thankfulness when you hear a report that your child is doing well in college.  Despite all the pitfalls, they are making it and not only surviving, but thriving.  

As Paul left Thessalonica, he was feeling the same thing.  Are they going to make it?  Worry might be too strong of a word, but he was definitely concerned.  Paul knew what Thessalonica was like.  Paul had disturbed a hornet’s nest of Jewish opposition in Thessalonica.  The Jews not only made trouble in Thessalonica and drove Paul and Silas out, but they took the swarm on the road when they heard that Paul was just down the way at Berea and they went and caused trouble there as well.  

There were a number of Jews who heard the message and believed.  There were also a large number of Greeks who believed the message of the Messiah who had come.  But they were in hostile territory.  Would they survive?  Paul wrote two letters to this congregation to encourage it in the midst of strong opposition.  His main message: Stand firm and hold onto the Word!

Paul had heard good things about the Thessalonians.  They were surviving, even in the face of hostility.  And that good news made Paul exceedingly thankful.

 13But we ought always to thank God for you, brothers loved by the Lord, because from the beginning God chose you to be saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth. 14He called you to this through our gospel, that you might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. 15So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the teachings we passed on to you, whether by word of mouth or by letter. 

Did you notice whom Paul thanked?  It wasn’t the Thessalonians.  He didn’t say “Way to go!  Way to make a decision and stick with it!”  Instead, all of the thanks goes to God for the Thessalonians perseverance.  It was God who had done all the work in the first place.  Look at all the details of those wonderful phrases:

brothers loved by the Lord,--this is agape love, a love that cares more about the wellbeing of the other person than your own wellbeing. God had loved the Thessalonians so much that he had set aside his invincibility and allowed himself to endure more persecution than the Thessalonians had ever dreamed of.  He allowed himself to be tortured and killed.  

because from the beginning God chose you to be saved—Notice who chose whom!  Not because the Thessalonians made a decision to chose God and got saved.  NO!!!  God chose them to be saved.  That’s passive.  It was something done to them by God.  God had decided to go into action in order to pluck them out of the disaster they had been born into.  And notice when he did it—from the beginning.  Before they could have done anything to make God sit up and notice them, before there was even a placed called Thessalonica, God knew them and chose them.

God chose you to be saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth—this sentence has two complete parallel phrases in Greek.  In the first, the Thessalonians were saved through the Spirit sanctifying them.  The Spirit had filled their hearts and cleaned them of sin, making them pure and holy.  He had set them apart from this sinful world—set apart for God.  The second phrase is parallel in structure.  In English it reads that the Thessalonians were saved “through belief in the truth.”  But in Greek, the truth is equal to the Spirit and the belief is equal to the sanctification.  Just as the Holy Spirit caused the purification of the Thessalonians, so the truth of God’s Word had caused their faith—their trust.  Their belief in the truth wasn’t even something that had decided to do.  It was something that God’s Word had created.  

Trust always comes from outside.  You can want to believe someone, but if they never keep their Word, you can’t trust them.  On the other hand, someone who is always telling the truth is trustworthy.  You trust them because they are trustworthy.  The same is true of the Word of God.  It’s truth from beginning to end is self-proving.  It creates trust by being true in every part.  The very next phrase in the next verse proves the point again:

14He called you to this through our gospel—The “this” is salvation.  God called them to salvation.  Just as Jesus called out to a dead man, “Come out” and the dead man obeyed and came out, so too, God had called to Thessalonians who were dead in sin.  He said, “Jesus is the Messiah.  Repent, believe and live.”  And out of dead hearts came believing hearts who abhorred sin and loved their Savior.  Paul calls it “our” gospel.  It was not that Paul had come up with this good news.  But God, for no reason other than to display his mercy, had given Paul a message to pass on.  God was the author.  Paul was simply the messenger.  God had done all of this for a reason.  Paul states it:

that you might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ—as stated before, Jesus had suffered horrible persecution.  He had been put to death in a cruel and painful way.  But his enemies could not hold him.  Satan and death itself were no match.  He rose again and ascended into glory.  It is this glory that Paul holds before the Thessalonians so that they see that their persecution and hardships have an end.  They will end in glory.  Not a glory that the Thessalonians had earned, but the glory of Jesus Christ himself that he was willing to share with his brothers and sisters. 

The picture that is painted is very much one of a dramatic rescue.  Imagine a lone person floating in the farthest corner of ocean.  They are doomed.  They cannot survive in that environment.  And along comes a helicopter and plucks them out of the ocean.  It carries them to a ship that is bound for dry land—a ship loaded with fresh food and water, a warm, dry, comfortable place to sleep and live until it reaches its final destination and docks on dry ground.  

That is the picture of the Thessalonians.  God had plucked them out of the deep ocean of sin.  Living as Jews without the Messiah or Greeks worshipping the false gods of Macedonia, they were drifting far away from eternal life.  Along came God, calling through the good news Paul preached of the Jewish Messiah.  They were plucked out of unbelief and placed into a ship bound for eternal life—the Holy Christian Church, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets—the Word of God.  

And so of course Paul encourages them to stay on the ship!  15So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the teachings[c] we passed on to you, whether by word of mouth or by letter.  The Word had given them life and the Word would keep them alive in a hostile environment until they reached the safe shores of heaven.  You only have to stand firm and hold on if something is trying to be ripped away from you.  In rough seas, you have to make sure you have a firm grip and strong stance on the ship.  

But even the holding on was not something that the Thessalonians would be doing alone.  God would strengthen them.  Paul concludes this section with these words:
 16May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, 17encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word.
Where would the Thessalonians hear encouragement from God?  Where would they hear again and again about his love and his grace? Where would they hear the reason for the hope they had for a good end?  Where would their hearts be encouraged?  Where would they find the strength for lives lived as living sacrifices to God—filled with good deeds and words, filled with fruits of faith?  It was all in God’s Word and in God’s Word in visible form—the sacraments.  

St. Mark’s is a traditional church.  Some would see that as a bad thing.  We are missing out on the newest and hottest forms of worship.  We are missing the wave of what our society wants to hear.  Some would say we’re far too strict about God’s Word and take it far too seriously.  After all, it’s about God and our relationship with him and not some old book.  Instead of “Hold on to the teachings passed down,” a marketing expert would tell us to “Just let it go and join the modern era!”  They would tell us how to manipulate emotions and minds so that we could get people to really feel like committing to our cause and donating enough money to keep us in business.  

Some would see my sermon thus far as a boring history lesson about people who are now dead and whose situation no longer relates to us.  We are not persecuted by Jews.  Our pastors are not driven from town to town under beatings, imprisonments and torture.  “Give us something relevant, Pastor!  Give us some catchy self-improvement advice.”  

Yes, I suppose we could do that.  I also suppose that someone onboard a ship headed for shore could jump off because the ship is too restrictive.  They could just go for a quick swim.  But I wouldn’t recommend it.  That would be the ultimate in foolishness.  Stay on the boat.  Hold on in the storm.

The danger of our times is not violent physical persecution.  Instead, the danger is floating away from the Word of God to swim in the preoccupations of our society.  Entertain me.  Cater to me.  Make me feel good about myself.  Let me do what I want to do.  Let me just enjoy myself and not take anything too seriously.  And off we go, swimming in deep salt water while we treat the Word of God with contempt, rather than the precious gift of rescue and salvation that it is.  

Everything that was said about the Thessalonians is true for you.  Stand firm and hold onto the Word because through it God told you how he set aside his own comfort and safety to come on a rescue mission to save your soul from hell.  People spoke his Word to you and that Word created a trust in your heart that it is true.  The Holy Spirit lives in you and has set you apart from this sinful world and made you necessarily different from this world and from whom you are by nature.  

The voice of Jesus spoke to you, a dead soul, and raised you to a new life and a newfound ability to obey and willingly do what is God pleasing.  And that voice of Jesus promised you that you will share in his glory in eternity.  

Through the Word, God encourages you.  He reminds you of his love and grace.  He reminds you of the reason you have for hope in the midst of a hard-fought battle against apathy and unbelief in this life.  He strengthens you for Christian living.  His Word is the nourishment for your plant of faith to flourish, blossom and bear fruit.  

In the sacrament of Holy Communion this morning, Jesus promises to be here with his body and blood to show you visibly how much he loved you.  He reminds you of how he saved you.  He reminds you of the glory that you will share because your sins are forgiven.  In the words of the pastor, he says, “May this strengthen and keep you in the one true faith unto life everlasting.  Depart in peace!”  
Every pastor who has stood before this congregation on confirmation day has felt that parental angst at the prospect of these young Christians going out into a hostile environment.  Every pastor has wondered, “Are they all going to make it?”  And for the sadness over every young person who drifted away from the lifeboat of the Word, there is greater joy for those who held onto it and grew and were strengthened by it.  

Every pastor who has ever left St. Mark’s to serve somewhere else has wondered with caring concern, “How will the Saints at St. Mark’s fare after I am gone?”  And every pastor at St. Mark’s has known Paul’s joy. And thanked God for you.  You are living proof that God is not a liar.  His Word works the way that he has promised it will.  Through our message he still creates and strengthens faith.  As long as this congregation continues to stand firm and hold onto the Word of God through which you were called, he will continue to strengthen you for lives of service here and will bring you to the lives of glory he is waiting to share with each of us.  
 16May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, 17encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word.

