Text: 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24

Exegetical Point: Live the life of a Christian

Focus Statement: God faithfully works holiness in his people unto salvation of spirit, soul and body.
Function Statement:  That my hearer would attempt to live the Christian life.

Introduction

About a year or so ago there was a book published.  The author is a guy by the name of A. J. Jacobs who first got published with the smart aleck memoir of his year of reading through the encyclopedia Britannica.  Remaining at my core a geek, that one got me a little steamed, because as a kid reading relatively randomly from our World Book encyclopedia was something I considered fun – it takes all kinds.  I was having sour grapes about Mr. Jacobs figuring out how to profit off of it while ever so slyly making fun of it.  So when his second book came out, entitled – The Year of Living Biblically – I was a little hesitant.  Mr. Jacobs is after all as he describes himself – officially Jewish in the same way that the Olive Garden is an Italian restaurant.  I was expecting another smart aleck memoir, but this time at something much closer than just an odd pastime.  I was not looking forward the ridicule of a New York based NPR journalist with little background in his chosen topic but a great pen.  I was fully expecting to need a little Norvasc about 20 pages in.

Text

Mr. Jacobs’ book ended up being more sympathetic than I expected.  The Norvasc could be put aside.  But, even in the middle of trying to live by the big laws – don’t lie, don’t steal, don’t kill – and some of the smaller ones – don’t wear mixed fibers, don’t shave and stone adulterers – that is what Mr. Jacobs took living biblically to be.  He looked up all the big rules and the small rules and composed a big ethical system by looking at the various trees of the forest.  Even as he contemplated such things as sacredness and revelation and how relevant laws like don’t covet or gossip are to a NY journalist, for Mr. Jacobs living biblically never really went beyond a list of do this and don’t do this.  He never went beyond an ethical system.  If all you want is an ethical system, don’t pick up the Bible.  In fact, if all you want is an ethical system for this life, go read Benjamin Franklin or any of the Enlightenment Deist Philosophers or Socrates.  The Bible – living Biblically – is about more than ethics.
And Paul gets at that in his final comments to the Thessalonians.  The Thessalonians were largely a gentile congregation.  Paul had lived among them for a while on his 2nd missionary trip, but he had been chased out quickly.  Paul was in anguish about this congregation.  He hadn’t been able to teach them everything.  The people who had chased him out were turning on the congregation left in persecution.  Was there anyone left?  What bad things had come into the church in his absence?  Eventually Paul can’t stand it, and Satan seems to be keeping him away, so he sends Timothy back to Thessalonica.  And Timothy comes back.  Good news.  They remain strong in faith and love and joy.  And Paul collapses into prayer and thanksgiving. 

That is not to say that Timothy didn’t bring back some problems.  Evidently some members were living a sexually wanton life up to and including adultery with another Christian’s spouse.  Some of the Thessalonians were lying around waiting for the end to come and not working but sponging off the community.  And some of them had developed a fascination with figuring out the day and the hour, while others were confused when believers died before the second coming.  That is quite an ethical and religious list – sexual sins, and sins of stealing and religious sins of not trusting God but their own speculations.  Yet Timothy reports joy and Paul collapses in prayer and thanksgiving.  If living biblically is about following rules, this congregation is a mess.  What is up?

Paul’s final comments to the Thessalonians, which we read, tell us why.  Paul is nothing if not a logical thinker, but it sometimes helps to read him backwards.  Verse 24 is the key – God will make this happen, for he who calls you is faithful.  What was started in the Thessalonians, for all of Paul’s worrying and fretting, was from God.  The Lord Jesus had called them and in baptism given them His spirit.  And God is faithful he will make it happen. 

But what will He make happen?  Verse 23 – Now may the God of peace make you holy in every way, and may your whole (everything that makes you you) – spirit and soul and body – be kept blameless until our Lord Jesus Christ comes again.    We don’t catch the nuance in this text in English.  In the Greek Paul uses a relatively rare verb form.  The form implies a high degree of uncertainty or maybe in this case the wish for a blessing.  And that might be the best way to describe it, a wish.  I Paul wish this for you.  I wish God would make you holy.  I wish God would keep you blameless.  I Paul don’t have the ability to grant this, but God is faithful.  He will do it.  No wishing tenses there, but certainty.  God will bless you and keep you – He is faithful.

How does He do this?  We read back further.  Don’t stifle the Holy Spirit.  Don’t scoff at prophecy (but don’t be gullible either), test everything that a prophet claims.  The good stuff, hold fast to that – that is the word of God.  The bad stuff, stay away from the teaching that tests poorly.  In a time where the Federal Reserve is running the printing presses overtime, the background image of the bad or evil stuff here is fake or counterfeit coinage.  Thessalonica had been granted by the Romans the ability to run their own mint.  They knew coinage.  Good coinage was important to them.  If some prophet was spreading counterfeit coinage, bad doctrine, stay away from it Paul says.
The Holy Spirit was at work in the Thessalonians lives.  Even in Paul’s absence, He was leading them into all truth.  The Holy Spirit remains active in our lives in the same way.  So how do we test claims?  Well, it helps to have a good basic foundation.  We have been saying the creed prior to the sermon.  That may have seemed awkward at first, but that is the historic positioning of it.  The Lutheran Hymnal of 1941 made the change.  We have the freedom to place it anywhere, but I like the reminder first.  The church fathers called it the rule of faith.  Not a rule necessarily to follow, but a rule to measure with.  Those creeds are good tests.  If I say anything contrary to them from this pulpit – bad coinage.   We have been given two sacraments – baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  They each confer the grace of God.  And they are good tests.  If someone says something against them or denies their efficacy – bad coinage.  And most importantly, God has given us His word in Scripture.  This book is the ultimate test.  If someone says something against this – bad coinage. 
Now that means God has given us the tools.  It also means God expects us to use them.  To be diligent in the means of grace.  To read and inwardly digest what He has to say.  So that we can be ready to point out bad coinage.   My Grandpa Lovecamp used to say something like that all the time.  Synods and seminaries and elders and all other checks are good human institutions to ensure good coinage, but they are all human.  It takes a community of the people of God that care about His word to ensure its preaching.  When the community is not in touch with God’s Word, passing off and accepting bad coinage becomes very easy.  But God is faithful – he will accomplish making his people holy and preserving them.  We get the privilege of working with God in that.  Not quenching the spirit, but understanding and using the means of grace and testing.

So now we get to a why question.  Why has God done this and why is he doing all this through Jesus and the Spirit and us?  And this is one why question God answers through Paul.  Be joyful!  Never Stop Praying!  Never stop coming into the presence of God, what a gift.  Be thankful in all circumstances.  Those are God’s will for us. 
It is not that God is not concerned about ethical behavior, He is, but ethics are not the point.  The Law only drives us to the point.  We can’t do it by ourselves.  We can’t live biblically by keeping laws.  We can’t do it for a year as Mr. Jacob’s claimed.  We can’t do it for a month.  We can’t do it for a week.  We even have problems living biblically for an hour.  We are sinners.  Just like those Thessalonians that Timothy brought a report back on.  We have our sexual peccadilloes, we have our monetary discrepancies and we have our false idols and bad coinage.  But God is working in and on us through His Spirit.  God is Faithful.  Jesus paid the price for our inability to live biblically on the cross.  God is Faithful.  And the Father accepted that sacrifice when the God of the Living raised His Son from the dead.  God is Faithful.  And God will make us holy in every way and keep us blameless until He comes again.  God is Faithful.  

Because God is Faithful, we can live between these two advents in joy – our sins have been removed.  We can live between these two advents in prayer – Christ has opened the gates of heaven for all believers.  And we can live between these two advents in thanksgiving.  Living biblically is not about keeping rules or laws or ethics.  Living biblically is about knowing that God has called us to be his people.  And that the one who calls is Faithful.
May you live in the joy and thankfulness and prayer of the sure salvation of our Lord Jesus.  

