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WHAT HAVE YOU COME TO CHURCH FOR?
Ezekiel 37:1-14   1 Thessalonians 2:13-16 (text: v.13)
INTRODUCTION	
One day John the Baptist became a bit unsure of his mission. He wondered if he'd missed the boat. He wondered whether Jesus really was the Messiah. Well, Jesus reassured him and then he asked the people what they all expected when they went out into the Judean desert to see John the Baptist. "What did you go out to see," he said, "a reed blown around by the wind? No, of course you didn't. Well, what did you go out to see? A man dressed in fine clothes? No, of course not. You find them in fine houses, not in the desert. No, you went out to the desert to see a prophet." (Matthew 11)

Now just occasionally I need a bit of reassurance too. So I would like to ask you what you came to Church for this morning?  Well, what have you come here for this morning? To relax in the sun? No, of course not. You go to Mairangi Bay for that. So what did you come here for? To meet your friends? I hope not – even though it's very nice if you do. But you are not very reassuring so far. At the moment I feel all dressed up with nowhere to go!

For whatever reason these Christians bothered to listen to the apostles when they first went to Thessalonica, the Gospel Paul preached had such an effect that he now says they constantly thank God that the Thessalonians received from them the Word of God. If we strip the verse down to the bones, that is what Paul is saying: we constantly thank God that you accepted the Word of God. Let's have a look at what Paul says about this.

1.	PREACHING IS THE WORD OF GOD'S MESSAGE
There, in the second bit of the verse, Paul says that when he and Silvanus and Timothy went to Thessalonica and preached for those three brief weeks, what they brought and what the people received from them was "the word of God's message." It's a bit of an odd phrase, but there it is and its meaning is perfectly clear.
Paul is saying that his message is not his own. He talks about this often in various ways. In 2 Corinthians 4:5, for example, he says, "We do not preach ourselves but Christ Jesus as Lord, and ourselves as your bond-servants for Jesus' sake." Paul never tried to be original. His message was not his own. His message was from God. So strongly did he feel about this fact that the Christian Gospel was from God, and about God, and about his Son, Jesus Christ, that he calls down curses on anyone who would preach anything else. His message was "the Gospel of Christ," he said. "And even though we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to (or other than) that which we have (already) preached to you, let him be accursed" (Galatians 1:7d-8).

When those people went out into the Judean desert to see John the Baptist, they went out to hear a prophet, and a prophet is one who has been appointed to speak to man from and on behalf of God. He has no other business. Of course, therefore, he may not be original; he may not preach his own opinions. And if that was true of an inspired apostle, it is surely true of a modern-day preacher. He is not allowed any opinions! Not in the pulpit. For he is only "a bond-servant," a slave! He must only bring the word of his Master's message.
 
Mind you, don't take that word only the wrong way, as if it somehow restricted the message. There can actually be no greater message in all the world and it speaks to every aspect of life. I had hoped that is what you had come to Church for this morning – to hear "the word of God's message…the Gospel of Christ."

This, of course, ties me down. I may only ever preach what comes out of this Book and this Book focuses on Jesus Christ. Someone once defined preaching as "a manifestation of the Incarnate Word, from the Written Word, by the spoken Word." 	Bernard Manning in W E Sangster, The Craft of the Sermon, p.4 It's a good definition. Preaching is about Jesus Christ, taken from the inspired Word of God, retold and applied by the preacher to world of his own day.
This fact that Gospel preaching is the word of God's message not only binds the preacher; it binds the hearers as well. For, you see, preaching is not about sharing the experiences of the minister's life of faith, or anybody else's for that matter. That can be a useful thing, but it is not preaching. Neither does the preacher submit a topic for discussion or a theme for debate. That can be useful too, but you can take it or leave it. 

A preacher's is called by God and appointed through his Church to show from the written Word of God the Incarnate Word of God, Jesus Christ, and the sight of Jesus Christ always demands an answer to the question: What do you think of him? What will you do with him? After Paul had preached in Athens, in Acts 17, he concluded by saying, Now you've heard this Gospel, "God commands all men everywhere to repent." Yes, he does invite us, "Come to me, all you who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest." But surely, an invitation from the Son of God can be nothing less than a command, can it?

So God calls ordinary men to proclaim, authoritatively, his Word about his Son. The preacher must be able to say, "Thus says the Lord" for preaching is "the word of God's message." But our text actually says more than that. It says that 

2.	PREACHING IS THE WORD OF GOD
Now that's scary. For all of us in this business. But that is what the Reformed Church has always believed. 	"Wherefore when this Word of God is now preached in the church by preachers lawfully called, we believe that the very Word of God is preached, and received by the faithful;" Second Helvetic Confession (of the Swiss Reformed Churches), Chapter 1. But that belief is not something peculiar to the Reformed Church. I have a Methodist writer on preaching who appears to say the same thing. He calls it "the sacrament of the Word." 	Sangster, p.4. But it is Martin Luther, as Martin Luther will, who stated it most strongly. He said, and I rather hesitate to read it, "Would to God that we would gradually train our hearts to believe that the preacher's words are God's Words…. People generally think: 'If I had an opportunity to hear God speak in person, I would run my feet bloody.' … But you now have the Word of God in church … and this is God's Word as surely as if God Himself were speaking to you." 	Quoted in Mid-America Journal of Theology, Vol.10, 1999, p.84.

Is this what the Bible really says? Is this what is going on here this morning and every other Sunday? It's pretty heavy. It is indeed, but listen to our text again: "…when you received from us the word of God's message, you accepted it not as the word of men, but for what it really is, the word of God." But if you have your Bibles in front of you, you have probably noticed that there are three words in italics. That means they are not in the original. They are added to give sense in English. Sometimes that is necessary. Here it slightly takes the edge off what Paul is saying. Let's read it again without them: "…when you received from us the word of God's message, you accepted not the word of men, but what it really is, the word of God."

But surely, I think we all want to say, Paul is overstating matters here, for effect. Listen to Peter then. 1 Peter 1:23ff. "You have been born again not of seed which is perishable but imperishable, that is, through the living and abiding word of God. For (and here he quotes Isaiah), 'All flesh is like grass, and all its glory like the flower of grass. The grass withers, and the flower falls off, but the word of the Lord abides forever.' And this is the word which was preached to you."

Peter's hearers had been born again by the word that was preached to them and Peter says the word that was preached to them was the living and abiding Word of God. It must be living if it caused them to be born again. 

How are we to understand this – not to tone it down, if this really is what the Bible teaches; but it does raise some questions. Is a preacher inspired by the Holy Spirit when he preaches? Or perhaps these verses only refer to the Apostles who, we know, were inspired. But we have very little idea who Peter was writing to and it is quite likely they were not converted through his preaching. Furthermore, we know that many were saved even in apostolic times through the preaching of people who were not apostles, yet still we can only be saved by being born again; we can only be born again by the Word of God. "Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of Christ," says Paul in Romans 10:17. 

But Jesus also talked about this in an indirect way. He talked about fact he also had sheep who were not Jews. They were Gentiles who had also been chosen by God and would be called down through the ages by the preaching of the Church. Thus, he said, they would become part of his one flock that has only one shepherd, him. When Jesus talked about this, he said "they shall hear my voice" (John 10:16). Jesus said, we shall hear his voice. How have we heard his voice? We have heard his voice when we have heard "the word of God's message" preached, for that is the Word of God.

When you think about it, it must be. Could people really be born again by the word of men? Of course not. This is why Paul calls Gospel preaching "the power of God to salvation to all who believe," whoever they are in themselves. When preaching is really "the word of God's message," God is in it. Therefore it is, as Luther says, "God's Word as surely as if God Himself were speaking to us." But that is the point. It must be "the word of God's message." If it isn't, it isn't preaching – whatever else it may be. And then God is not in it. But when preaching faithfully sets forth God's written Word, God is in it. God Himself speaks to us in it.

People of God, I feel as nervous about this as you do. If I had realised this years ago when I believed God was calling me to this work, I might have joined Jonah and hopped on a ship to Tarshish. But it's actually got nothing to do personally with the individual preacher. Except it is, of course, his terrible duty to make sure he preaches "the word of God's message" and absolutely nothing else.

We sometimes begin our worship with that hymn,

God Himself is with us: Let us now adore Him,
  And with awe appear before Him,
God is in His temple, All within keep silence, 
  Prostrate lie with deepest reverence.
Him alone God we own, Him, our God and Saviour; 
  Praise His Name forever.

That is all quite right. But he is not here in some sort of way we don't quite know. We must certainly worship him with reverence and awe. He lives in our praises, that is true. But he is here not only to listen to our praises. He is here to speak to us. He is here actively working. For he has the work of Jesus Christ on the cross to apply to our hearts; to make it work for in each one of us, to make us his people. The Scriptures tell us, in all the passages I have mentioned this morning and many more, that God does that work through the faithful, living preaching of His written Word. 

Is this what we came to Church for this morning? Not to hear a man, but to hear God reach down and speak to us through the message of his Word? That makes it all very serious business.

But let us take this matter of God working in preaching a little further.

3.	PREACHING WORKS IN THOSE WHO BELIEVE
Here we come to the last part of our text. "We also constantly thank God that when you received from us the word of God's message, you accepted not the word of men, but what it really is, the word of God, which also performs its work in you who believe."

Paul tells us that "Gospel preaching is the power of God unto salvation." The word is dunamis, from which we get, of course, our dynamite. If preaching is the Word of God, it must be powerful for Hebrews tells us that "the Word of God is living and active." So, for example, we read in Psalm 33, "By the word of the Lord the heavens were made … for he spoke, and it was done; he commanded, and it stood fast." God said, "Let there be light; and there was light," just like that. The Lord Jesus came and commanded the wind and the waves, "Peace! be still!" and the storm was over. To the demons he said, "Be gone!" and they were. That is God's Word.

But preaching is not God's Word literally. Neither is it God's Word because it is inspired, like the apostles and the prophets of old. How is it then God's word? It is God's word because God goes with it. In the preaching of the Gospel God lives and works by his Holy Spirit. Christ commanded his Church to go into all the world preaching the Gospel. Then he said, "And behold, I am with you always, even unto the end of the age." He is with us, of course, by his Holy Spirit. He is here this morning by his Holy Spirit. He is in "the word of (his) message" by his Holy Spirit making it "the word of God."

You see this very clearly when you think about that verse in Peter I referred to earlier and then what Jesus said to Nicodemus in John 3. Peter tells us we are born again by "the living and abiding word of God." Jesus told Nicodemus, he could not see the kingdom of God, he could not understand spiritual things "unless he is born again – born of the Spirit." Both are necessary. The Word of God to know what we are to believe and why; the Holy Spirit to enable us to understand what the message is really about, to give us repentance and the ability to believe.

That vision God gave to Ezekiel gives us a wonderful example of it. God tells Ezekiel to go and preach to a valley of dry bones. What a silly thing to do, but he preached to them anyway, "O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord!" And as he did so, God went with him and put breath into those dry bones so that they came to life. God put his Spirit into those dry bones as Ezekiel preached the word of God. And that is how God works today. His word works in those who believe and we believe when we are born again by the Holy Spirit and are raised from our deadness in sin to new life in Jesus Christ.
Brothers and sisters, do we realise that this is what Church is all about? What do we come to Church for? To enjoy the sun on a nice day? No, of course not. You go to the beach for that. Well then, do we come to Church to meet our friends? As I said, that's nice – but it's a very poor reason to come to Church. We come to Church to meet God, the Almighty, absolutely holy God. As the Psalm says, it is good to sing praises to the Most High. That is right. But much more important is it that we come to meet God to hear him speak to us. And when God speaks, we better listen, preacher and hearer alike. It's got nothing to do with the preacher, except that he be faithful to the Word of God written. It is simply what Church, what the act of preaching and listening to preaching is all about. It is when and where and how God speaks his message of salvation to mankind today.

God has said that his Word will never return to him empty (Isaiah 55). It always works one way or the other. What is the one way or the other? Paul tells us that God's Word is a fragrance of Christ and life to those who believe, but to those who are perishing it is a stink of death (2 Corinthians 2:15f.). It is a bit like the Lord's Supper. Whether we eat it in faith or not, it works! If we take the Lord's Supper when we ought not, when we are holding sin in our hearts, we bring greater judgment on ourselves. If we eat it in repentance and faith, it strengthens our faith.

So too with the preaching of the Gospel. When we hear it in faith, it enlivens us and strengthens our faith. But when we reject it; or even if we just shrug our shoulders and walk away, it still works. But it works to our greater condemnation. "To whom little is given, little is expected in return," Jesus said. "To whom much is given, much is required."

What did you come to Church for this morning? I hope you came to meet God. That is the only reason good enough. At any rate, that is why God came to Church this morning. To meet you. To speak to you. And his word is living and active. It will work, whether you want it to or not. Let us all receive it and believe it that it may work grace in our heart and be a beautiful fragrance of life and salvation.					     Amen

