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THE DYNAMIC DOUBLE ACTION OF THE WORD OF GOD
Matthew 21:33-46   1 Thessalonians 2:13-16 (text)
INTRODUCTION
As I was about to begin writing this sermon, someone sent me an email newsletter from Peter Jones' ministry, Christian Witness to a Pagan Planet. It was making some comments about the 'New Age' idea that all spirituality is good spirituality and all religions are good, they are all the same at heart – as long as they all treat each other as equally valid. But Christianity is bad because Christianity has dogmatic teachings which are handed down from above with a kind of ultimatum: Believe it, because this is truth. All else is untruth! What arrogance. What terrible intolerance. Christianity has to go! But true spirituality, of whatever sort, works in quite the opposite way. You can tell a true and good spirituality by this: nobody hands it down from on high. God doesn't speak from heaven. You get to know the truth, truth for you at any rate, "by a deeply personal, spiritual quest."

Now it is a very good thing that people are searching for God. We can be thankful for that. For we must find God! But what say we can't? Or what say we have some nasty bent in our minds that will never let us find God, not the true God? Or is it right to talk about a true God? as if there were only one. And if there is, how would we know him?

Well, there is a bunch of questions to keep us going for a while. But briefly, first of all, is it right to speak about only one true God, against whom all other contenders are false and therefore useless? The alternative to that is that you have a whole bunch of gods. The Greeks thought that and their gods were often at war with one another. But even then there was a chief god, Zeus. Surely, in the end you are going to come to that position. You are going to find yourself looking for the God of gods. In the end, one way or another, you're going to have to deal with the One at the top of the pyramid. 

Well, Christianity says that God is the God at the top of the pyramid - if there were a pyramid of gods. There isn't. There is only the Christian God. "I am God and there is no other." And Jesus says, "I am the way to God and there is no other."

What then about the question: how would we find him? Job asked that: "Can we by searching find out God?" It's a rhetorical question. He means us to understand that the answer is No. And for any number of reasons. 

But an even better question is: would we genuinely search for God? Paul tells us "there is none who seeks for God." But that can't be true because everybody these days is talking about such things as this "deeply personal, spiritual quest" I mentioned a moment ago. The Bible is quite well aware that all men have always sought a god. They did even in the times when the Bible was written. We would all like a god who suited us, who would go along with our way of thinking and fulfil our needs. We would all like a god who would get us out of trouble when we need to, who would give us the upper hand over our enemies when we need that. But the Christian God who makes certain demands of us and who tells us about our sins and holds us to account for them, that God no one seeks. The fact is, we do have a bent in our minds that will never let us find that God, for that is not the kind of god we want.

Christianity declares that its God is the one true God and, what is more, he has not left us to find him. He has revealed himself to us. He does speak out of heaven. We do not find him by our "deeply personal, spiritual quest." Rather, God finds us – even against our deepest desires. Think of Adam and Eve in the garden, after they had sinned. God came looking for them and they hid. They did not want to meet him. And that is the story of all of us. History is actually the story of God's long quest for man! And our long quest to hide from him and to reject him when he does reveal himself to us. Even when he came to his own, says John of Jesus' coming to the Jewish people, they did not receive him. 

But did he reveal himself clearly to them? That raises the last question I mentioned earlier about whether we could know the one true God. Time and time again, in the prophet Isaiah, God reminds the people of Israel that he predicted things that would happen in the future and then hundreds of years later they happened. I did this, says God through his prophets, so that you would know that I am the one true God. 

This is the picture the Bible gives us of how we get to know God. God is a faithful Creator who loves what he has made. So when we sinned and estranged ourselves from him, he came searching for us. He spoke his Word to us. What a wonderfully kind God. But that puts a question to us: what will we do with God when he reveals himself to us? What will we do with his Word when we hear him speak it to us? For the Word of God is powerful. It works. It always works. God intends it to work grace and salvation in our hearts. But if we reject his grace and go on rejecting his grace, then his Word will still work in us. Because the Word of God is powerful. Paul calls it dynamite. It either works with dynamic power in our lives for good. Or if we reject it , it will blow up in our faces.

We saw some of this last week. Paul goes on in our text this morning to give us two examples of how the Word of God works: one good example and one bad example.

1.	THE WORD OF GOD WORKED DYNAMICALLY IN THE THESSALONIANS
In v.13, Paul said he and his fellow missionaries constantly thanked God because the Thessalonian Christians received their preaching as the Word of God "which also performs its work in you who believe." How did Paul know it did a real spiritual work in them? He tells us in verse 14. "For you, brethren, became imitators of the churches of God in Christ Jesus that are in Judea, for you also endured the same sufferings at the hands of your own countrymen, even as they did from the Jews."

Paul knew all about that. He had once been one of those Jewish leaders who persecuted his countrymen, the Jewish believers in Judea, just a few years ago. We read that he hauled them out of their homes, he imprisoned many of them. He was involved in the stoning of Stephen, the first Christian martyr. His persecution was so severe that many had to flee Judea. But then God saved him and since that time Paul suffered persecution himself, including being stoned. Only, they didn't do the job properly.

Paul now says, we know the Word of the Gospel has done a real work in you Thessalonian believers because you have suffered the same sort of thing from your fellow countrymen.

Christians are still suffering the same thing in many parts of the world. 
#	I read a story a while ago about some Christians in North Korea who had been imprisoned for their faith. One day the authorities decided to give them a break. They brought the leaders out of prison and stood them in front of a table. On the table were large bowls of human excrement. They told the Christians that if they would renounce Christ, they could go free then and there. If they wouldn't renounce their faith in Christ, they had to drink, or eat, the contents of the bowls on the table. Without a word of hesitation, they picked up the bowls and drank it straight down. They wouldn't deny Christ.
#	In the Sudan believers have suffered for Christ for decades? And the price? The men are shot. Their wives are raped to death. Their children are captured and taken for slaves, including their daughters being used for sex slaves. But they will not deny Christ.

That is the story of Christianity. "They hate me," said Jesus. "They will hate you too." We in the West are not called upon to suffer much in this country at present. Thank your forefathers in the faith for that. Many of them suffered terribly at the time of the Reformation – including being burnt at the stake – to give us this freedom we now enjoy. Mockery and scorn is about the most we have to bear. But make no mistake, NZ hates Christianity. Much of the Church hates Christianity. Prof. Lloyd Geering, a minister in good standing in the Presbyterian Church, is giving lectures at Auckland University soon on the subject of "Christianity without God." If he means the title literally – and it seems he does – the man is a fool, by the definition of Psalm 14, but also logically. But that is the way people think. For many people in the Church today, God is simply a symbol for whatever is transcendent, the other-than-us, or the deep-within-us. But the personal God of the Bible who is absolutely holy and calls us to be holy too is hated. And people who believe in that God are merely dangerous fundamentalists. One day that hatred must result in persecution. Has the Word of God so worked in us that we will endure it and hold to the faith? That will be the proof of our profession – even as it was with these Thessalonian Christians; even as it was with those Jewish Christians a few years earlier.

2.	THE WORD OF GOD WORKED DYNAMICALLY IN REVERSE IN THE JEWS
The Thessalonians suffered persecution at the hands of their countrymen just as the Jewish believers had been persecuted by their fellow Jews in Judea. Paul says of the Jews that they "both killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out. They are not pleasing to God, but hostile to all men, hindering us from speaking to the Gentiles that they might be saved; with the result that they always fill up the measure of their sins. But wrath has come upon them to the utmost."

That must be one of the most terrible statements in all of Scripture. What is Paul saying? First of all, note that when Paul speaks of "the Jews," he is not talking about every individual Jew. Of course not, because the people they persecuted were also Jews. Paul was a Jew. He is talking about the Jews in general, as represented by their leaders, as the nation acted officially and, sadly, in a large majority of its members. 

But what exactly was their great sin? If you boil it down, their sin was a very deliberate and persistent rejection of the Word of God. They had been at this for centuries. Jeremiah (26:5f.) said 600 years earlier, just before God sent the southern kingdom, Judea, into Babylonian exile, "I sent my servants the prophets to you, both rising up early and sending them, but you have not listened. Therefore, I will remove my presence from you and make this city a curse to all the nations of the earth." 

Then when the Word of God came in the flesh, in Jesus Christ, they rejected him also, so he said the same thing, as we read in Matthew 21. Jesus picks up the theme again in Matthew 23 where he says (23:31-38),  "You are the sons of those who murdered the prophets (in the past). Fill up then the measure of the guilt of your fathers…. Therefore, behold, I am sending you prophets and wise men and scribes; some of them you will kill and crucify, and some of them you will scourge in your synagogues, and persecute from city to city." 

The cross was not an isolated act. It was just par for the course, even though it was also the climax, of Israel's historical rejection of the Word of God. And, as Jesus predicted, they did not stop with him. Next it was Stephen, followed soon after by James, to mention only two they killed. Thus the story continued and the Church is still harassed in Israel today.

But with the crucifixion of the Son and heir, God hardened Israel, as Jesus continued in those words in Matthew 23, "that upon you may fall the guilt of all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, the son of Berechiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar. Truly I say to you, all these things shall come upon this generation…. Behold, your house is being left to you desolate!" 

That explains the last point in this terrible doom – that "they always fill up the measure of their sins," or, to put it in other words, that "wrath came upon them to the utmost." God hardened them in their sins, as he had Pharaoh 1500 years before. "They are not pleasing to God, but hostile to all men, hindering us from speaking to the Gentiles that they might be saved." What a sin! Keeping people from salvation! But according to Jesus, that was not new either. "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you shut off the kingdom of heaven from men; for you do not enter in yourselves, nor do you allow those who are entering to go in" (Matthew 23:13). 

Liberal churchmen who deliberately pervert the Word of God today need to take good note. What Jesus said about the Pharisees in Luke 11:52 applies equally to them: "Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of knowledge; you did not enter in yourselves, and those who were entering in you hindered." 

So when Jesus left the Temple for the last time, he left their house to them desolate, empty. It was supposed to be his Father's house, where God lived with his people. But as God spoke through Jeremiah, he did in Jesus Christ. Jerusalem, which should have been a blessing, "a house of prayer for all nations," became instead "a curse to all the nations of the earth." That justifies not one single sin any Christian, or anyone else for that matter, has done against the Jews. A prophecy of God is not a command to us. Neither may we forget that it was by the wicked hands of the Gentiles that the Jews crucified their Lord. But since that day, Jerusalem has been little else than a centre of conflict. It is God's judgment on the sin of deliberate and persistent rejection of His Word.

CONCLUSION
Well, what has all this got to say to us in Auckland today – 10,000 miles away and 2,000 years later? Congregation, God does not change. He acts on the same principles today that he has always acted upon. There is a terrible warning in these words of the apostle Paul to us today; which are the words of God to us today, so v.13 tells us. The warning is simply that persistent rejection of the Word of God results in a hardened heart. And a hardened heart causes us to fill up the full measure of our sin; that is God's wrath to the utmost. 

You read the same thing about the Canaanites in Joshua's day. God told Abraham that his descendents would one day come back to Canaan when the sins of the Amorites would be full. When their sin was full, what happened to them? The inhabitants of Jericho knew that God was with Israel and they were terrified, but they would not repent and be saved. Only Rahab the prostitute. That is why God told Israel to completely destroy the Canaanites. That was not at all to be the normal pattern of warfare for Israel. But they had filled up the measure of their sins and God had hardened their hearts to prepare them for their final and eternal judgment. 

Brothers and sisters, would you have God's Word work dynamically against you like that? Of course not. Then we must not reject his Word. Could it be that any one of us is in that position? I do not believe so. But it could be. Only you can know your own heart. 

But there is a wonderful encouragement in these verses also. In one of our Baptism Forms we pray that God will give our children a faith that "can stand the light of day and endure the dark of night." People of God, that is what we should believe about the Gospel. If we have received the Word of God's salvation through Jesus Christ, we should believe that if and when persecution comes our way, and we go to "the throne of grace in our time of need," God will give us "the victory, even our faith … that can endure the dark of night," even as he has down through history right up to our own day. That is how the Word of God works dynamically in those who believe it and receive it. Believe it and receive it. And have confidence in it, that God will do therefore what he promises to do.

But I want to say something else. The principles on which God works do not only work at the extremes. They work through all of life. Is it not true that many of us feel only half alive as Christians? We admit that we are not full of the joy of the Lord. We admit we do not have assurance of our salvation. Our whole world places far too much store on feelings today and Christians often do also. The question should not be: how do I feel this? how do I experience this? The question should really be: is this message true? And if it is, how then should I live? 

You see, the experience of our faith is directly related to how faithfully we live it. So Psalm 1 tells us that the growing, blossoming, prospering Christian is one who "meditates in the Law of the Lord day and night." This is exactly the opposite of rejecting the Word of God. Nor is it just receiving the Word of God for information. It is drinking it in; chewing it over; letting it work into the depths of our beings. God told Joshua exactly the same thing before he took Israel over the Jordan into Canaan. "This book of the Law shall not depart out of your mouth, but you shall meditate therein day and night; thus you shall prosper and have good success." And when you have success, when you are growing as a Christian, when you are being fruitful spiritually, you are going to feel good!

Paul says the same thing in Colossians 3:16; "Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with thankfulness in your hearts to God. And whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks through him to God the Father." Could that person not be happy and assured? 

In 2 Peter 1, Peter tells us, in a word, to make our "faith work through love." That is how you will become assured God has both chosen and called you. Congregation, this is also the dynamic working of the Word of God – dynamically giving life! Is this some of the answer to our malaise and apathy, our lack of energy and enthusiasm? It most surely is. Brothers and sisters, let the Word of God dwell within you richly; meditate on it prayerfully, obey it joyfully. That is how you will enjoy its salvation abundantly.	     											     Amen

