Liturgy:

Reading : 1 Thess 4, 1-8, 5, 1-11

Text       : 1 Thess. 5, 23 + 24

Ps.    89 : 1,3

Ps.   139 : 13

Ps.   121 : 3,4

Hy.   45 : 1,4 (after profession of faith)

Ps.    56 : 4,5 (collection and closing song)

Hy.   48 : 1,4 (after presentation of book)
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
This morning we may witness the public profession of faith of a young member of the congregation. Witnessing this profession we acknowledge the sovereign good pleasure of our gracious God, who through the powerful work of the Holy Spirit regenerates people, making – as it reads in the Canons of Dort – “which was dead, alive; which was bad, good; which was unwilling, willing; which was stubborn, obedient.”
 Thus, we do not praise man, this morning, but God who by His efficacious grace made faith grow also in the heart of this young brother, who this morning may publicly profess His faith. Indeed, all glory be to God alone.

Yet, as it is often said, public profession is not the end of the road, but rather the beginning of a life totally committed to the Lord. Having made profession of faith does not mean that from now on so to speak one can rest on his laurels. Instead, made alive by the Spirit it is our calling to live in holiness before the Lord all the days of our life. True, this calling equally applies to those who have not yet made profession of faith. Yet confessing members have made a firm resolve to commit their whole life to the Lord’s service as living members of His church. They have expressed as their heartfelt desire to the serve the Lord according to His Word, to live holy before Him in all that they do. I realize that daily we fall short in living up to this commitment due to the weakness of our faith and the evil desires of our sinful flesh. In the Heidelberg Catechism it reads, in this life even the holiest have only a small beginning of the obedience God requires.
 That’s why it is so important to pray constantly that the Lord Himself may keep us sound and blameless before Him.
Well, that brings us to the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, which contains a prayer of the apostle Paul for the members of the church in Thessalonica. In this prayer, the apostle asks the Lord to sanctify the members of this congregation completely, to preserve them so that on the day of Christ’s return they might be blameless without spot or wrinkle, not of themselves but in and through Christ. This morning we will have a closer look at this apostolic prayer. 
THE APOSTOLIC PRAYER

FOR THE SANCTIFICATION OF THE CHURCH IN THESSALONICA

We will focus on

1) the content of this prayer

2) the necessity for this prayer

3) the riches of this prayer

I
In the greetings at the end of the apostolic letters, Br. & Sr., often God is spoken about as the God of peace. In the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, for example, Paul prays that the God of peace may sanctify the church in Thessalonica completely. The author of the letter to the Hebrews concludes with a similar prayer, Ch. 13, 20 + 21, “…” In the concluding chapter of his letter to the Romans Paul writes, “The God of peace will crush Satan under your feet shortly.”
 In all these verses, God is spoken about as the God of peace, which not only means that God will give peace to the believers. More precisely, it means, God Himself is peace, and thus when He is near and when we live close to Him, we will experience peace always. In Isaiah 26, 3 it reads, God will keep him is perfect peace, whose mind stays on God. Not like the world speaks about peace, but instead it is finding rest in God even during difficult times by putting our trust in Him. That gives peace. We loose this peace when we move away from God, when we try to lean on our own understanding, when listening to the voice of Satan, who is always out there to lure us away from God with attracting slogans. He did so, already in Paradise by saying to Eve, when you eat from that tree, you will be like God. Thus, our life is continually under attack, hence this apostolic prayer.
In the verses preceding our text, Paul had spoken about the return of Christ. Among others, he had said this return would be suddenly, unexpected, like a thief in the night. Therefore as God’s children we always have to be alert, living life in such away that we are ready to meet our Saviour any time. We focused on this message last week. In the verses 12-22, the apostle Paul elaborates in more detail on this call to be watchful and sober, saying what this means for our attitude towards the office bearers, vss. 12-14, our attitude towards our fellow brothers and sisters, vss. 13b-15, and also for our personal life, vss. 16 – 19. After having given these final instructions, Paul concludes with a prayer, in which he asks the Lord to work this sanctification and to make it complete, preserving this congregation in His love for the day of the Lord.
As to the church in Thessalonica, beloved, in this letter we read many good things about this congregation. There were many things to be thankful for, as Paul had also made mention of them in the beginning of this letter, Ch. 1, 2 + 3, “…” Faith was indeed living among the members of the congregation in Thessalonica. In this city, Paul had met with people who had received with joy the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ, and this despite the consequences involved, the opposition they met from the side of their fellow citizens. Despite all this, they had accepted the gospel with joy inspired by the Holy Spirit.
Yet this did not mean that concerning this congregation there was nothing to be desired anymore, that everything was almost perfect, far from that. When Timothy came back to Paul with good news about their faith and love, he also had informed the apostle about certain things, which were not right in Thessalonica, especially in the area of Christian ethics. Chapter 4 of this letter dealt with this problem. In this chapter, Paul speaks about the necessity to live holy before the Lord. Apparently, at times this was lacking among the members of this congregation. Yet, since God is holy, we too being His children have to live holy lives.

In a sermon on this particular section of Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians, it was stressed that also this holiness God requires of us is given to us in Christ. It is part of our redemption in Christ. I may refer here to our baptism, which signifies and seals to us that in Christ we have received not only forgiveness of sins, but also renewal of life. We have been baptized not only in the blood of Christ, but also in the Spirit of Christ. Conceived and born in sin, we are sanctified in Christ; sanctified – i.e. holy, holy in Christ! Yet this sanctification now also has to work through in our life? How? By producing fruits of faith! 
I realize we live by grace. Yet, Br. & Sr., this grace should now also permeate our life. In Christ we have become new creatures, whose joy it should be to live life in accordance with God’s commandments. Again, I realize God has to work this in us. As Paul writes it in his letter to the Philippians, “It is God who works in you both to will and to do for His good pleasure.”
 Yet this does not mean that we can just sit back and wait for God to act. Through His grace and by the power of His Spirit God makes our will alive, and then changes will occur, changes because of the thankfulness we want to show God for the redemption He gave us. When these changes do not occur, it means lack of thankfulness, lack of appreciation of what God has given us in Christ.

Looking around in today’s secularized society, we see how people have become more and more lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God. Their focus is completely on the here and now, to make the most of life on this side of the grave. After all, you only live once and therefore one should enjoy it to the fullest extent. The pursuit of pleasure is their highest goal. 
Since we live right in the middle of this society, so easily it can affect also our lifestyle. The spirit of the times surely does not bypass the doors of the church. At times, it happens, that church members too are driven by a spirit of materialism. For example, when there is always money to buy a carton of beer, or some other liquor from the liquor shop, but as far as the contributions for school and church are concerned they are in arrears. In a similar way, this applies to how in certain instances members of the congregation spend their time. When a party is going on they never miss out, yet a meeting for the Bible Study club is quickly cancelled. Then any excuse will do. And so I could mention more examples, not only with respect to young people, but as regards the adults as well. The underlying question in all this is: how do we live our life with the Lord? Does God’s kingdom always have priority in our life?
In 1 Thess. 4, the apostle Paul writes, “This is the will of God, your sanctification.
 God calls us to live holy before Him. Holy – that is a life separated from the world and completely dedicated to God. It means, God’s grace bestowed upon us in Christ bear fruits of thankfulness, fruits also in the sanctification of our life, in every sector of life. In the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, the apostle speaks about spirit, soul, and body. In other words, our whole life must be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. That’s what Paul prays for here. God, having called us out of the darkness into His marvelous light, no longer wants us to flirt with the world, but to stay clear from all that belongs to the darkness. We belong to the day, i.e. the day of the Lord, and now we should also live accordingly, holy in all our conduct, sound and blameless.
Beloved, we should more and more consider why God has put us on this earth. The reason is not that we could have a most comfortable life for ourselves, but instead with the talents we have been given, each in the place where God has set us, we are to serve God, and this with joy and not as a burden. Let us think more of God’s aim for our life, purpose driven, goal directed, being Christ focused always: as students at school, in the work force, at home, enjoying our leisure time, in whatever we do and wherever we are. Holy in all our conduct – as families in our homes, as engaged couples preparing ourselves for marriage, but also as husband and wife within marriage. That’s how God wants us to live, not to straightjacket us, but to cause our life to flourish. Indeed, beloved, living according to God’s will makes life beautiful. It gives meaning to life. Thank God, that He has redeemed you from the emptiness of the lives of people in the world, that in Christ you have something to live for. Let us encourage one another to focus more and more on these riches.

II
“May your whole spirit, soul, and body be preserved blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Reading this, some of you may think, this is quite something. After all, who is blameless? Yes, is this not asking too much? Who is able to live this way?
Yet, beloved, we should not overlook that the words I just quoted are part of a prayer, a necessary prayer for sinful children of God, who indeed are not blameless, but every day again have to fight against the weakness of their faith, and the evil desires of their own sinful nature, hence this prayer.

In the verses preceding our text, Paul had given a string of commandments, vs. 14 – 22. The last of these commandments read, “Abstain from all evil.” After this in vs. 23, Paul shifts from exhorting the members of the congregation in Thessalonica to be holy to asking God to make them holy. From this we learn, though on the hand God asks us to serve Him 100%, to be blameless in every respect, on the other hand we may ask God to work this in us. After all, we cannot renew ourselves, also this is a gift of God, we receive by grace.
Paul had spoken about the return of Christ. When Christ returns He will expose all unholiness and condemn it. Yet those who have embraced Christ as Saviour don’t have to be frightened of this, since they expect as judge from heaven the very same person who before has submitted Himself to the judgment of God for our sake and has removed all the curse from us.
  In other words, the judge who comes from heaven is our Redeemer, who will cover in the sight of God all our unholiness.
 Beloved, how great a thing this is.

However, as it applies to all God’s promises, so also this promise will not come true automatically. What I mean with saying this is: whoever today has not sought the sanctification of his life in the blood and the Spirit of Christ will not enjoy this sanctification on the Day of Judgment either. That’s why the apostle Paul prays that already in this life God will sanctify the congregation in Thessalonica completely, in order that when Christ returns the members of this congregation will be found sound and may be presented without blemish among the assembly of God’s elect in life eternal.

It is by grace that we are redeemed from sin. Yet, beloved, God now also wants this grace to work through in our life, so that it determines our life in all that we do. In other words, faith in Jesus Christ must also bear fruits. We have to live our faith, also in the practical things of every day life. When these fruits are not present today, there is nothing to be glorified either when Christ returns on the clouds of heaven. Saying this, I don’t mean that we can contribute to our own salvation, since even the fruits of faith, which we produce, are fully work of God’s redeeming grace. Our salvation is not depending on any effort from our side, but finds its secure anchorage in God’s mercy alone. The apostle Paul makes this quite clear in the concluding verse of the text chosen for this morning’s sermon.
III
“He who calls you is faithful.” God called the Thessalonians and also us. God does so by the preaching of the gospel. One only has to read the book of Acts to see how powerful this call is. When after Pentecost the gospel went out into the world, many came to faith, also in Thessalonica. Through the gospel, God called sinners to faith in Jesus Christ. 
What now is the purpose of this call of God? In Ch. 4, 7 of this letter Paul writes, “…” To Timothy Paul writes, 2 Tim. 1, 9, “…” Summarizing, God’s purpose to call us is to make us holy, holy in Christ.
Where God calls, Br. & Sr. miracles occur. Paul himself could testify about this, how God’s call on the way to Damascus had changed his life, completely. Well, the same had happened in Thessalonica, when he preached the gospel there. Sinners had come to faith in Jesus Christ, which had changed their life. God calls people also today, taking them along on His way to Christ’s return, renewing their lives, so that on that day they can be presented to Him blameless, without spot or wrinkling. Beloved, that is God’s purpose also with your life. That’s why He called also you.

This call of God can come in various ways. It can happen drastically like with Paul and others, who have grown up in the world and later on turn to faith. Yet this call can also come by being born in the covenant. In cases like these, God’s call started already when we were baptized, when God said to us, “You are my child.” This call continued when during our early youth our parents told us about the Lord Jesus, then the preaching came, catechism instruction and so on. In all these things God called us with the aim that we should respond to our baptism by saying, I also want to live as a child of God, I want to dedicate my life to the God of my salvation. All, this is fruit of God’s powerful calling. Let us never forget this.
Thus, God started with calling us. To be more precise, we should go back even one step further, since this calling was part of God’s plan with our life, when before the foundation of this earth God already chose us in Christ. That’s what Paul writes in his letter to the Ephesians, Ch. 1, 4, and then in that same text we read again, “…”

See there, beloved, God’s plan with your and my life. First God predestined us to be conformed to the image of His Son. Yet, whom He predestined these He also called; whom He called, these He also justified; and whom He justified, these He also glorified.
 We call this the golden chain of salvation in which there is no weak link whatsoever. For He, who calls us is faithful, who also will do it.
Of course, this does not mean that we can now simply lay back, waiting for God to act, not worrying about how we live our life. Our sanctification and preservation does not happen automatically. God making our will alive wants us to live for Him. God says, hold my hand, walk with Me, never let go of Me. If we do so, beloved, do so in sincerity, we will never be put to shame. Then in faith, we put our trust in God completely. Then God will keep us in His care, whatever lies ahead on the road before us. He, who calls us is faithful, who also will do it.

Beloved, what great a comfort this is for all of us, including this young brother, who may publicly profess his faith this morning. There is no need for this brother hesitantly to say, “I do”, not even to the question whether he will continue steadfastly in the doctrine of Scripture to the end of his life. One may think, this is easily said on the day of one’s public profession of faith, but who knows how this will go in the future, especially when times might become difficult. Yes, when God asks us whether we will persevere in faith to the very end, can we answer this question in the affirmative, indeed without any hesitation? Is this not somewhat presumptuous? 
This would indeed be the case, Br. & Sr., if we would think that we can do so in own strength. However, that’s not what is asked when we make profession of our faith. The question reads, “Do you promise by the grace of God to remain steadfast in life and death.” By the grace of God – this means on the day of our public profession of faith we do not promise that we will make it. We do not say, I am capable or competent enough. Instead, we confess, “The Lord is faithful. He will do it.” We put our trust in Him, who has called us and who also will bring His work to completion in our life. 
I think here of what we confess in the last chapter of the Canons of Dort, which deal with the perseverance of the saints. In Art. 3 of this chapter it reads, “…” Thus, we put our trust in the faithfulness of the God of the covenant.
Of course, this should not make us careless. In the continuation of this last chapter of the Canons of Dort we also read, even though God will not permit his elect to be lost, nevertheless – Art 12 – “…” Walk with Me, says God, hold firmly on to My hand, then I will guide you also along difficult roads. Thus, we are to trust God and not try to lean on our own understanding, since this always leads to ruin. The first sin in Paradise made this already clear > elaborate on this … 

Thus, when we indeed live close to God, close to His Word, we may be assured that God will keep us in His care, sanctifying us completely, preserving us blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.
“He who calls you is faithful, who also will do it.” Once more, this should never cause us to think that we have arrived already. As redeemed children of God, daily we must flee from sin and pursue righteousness. God asks us to live holy before Him. This means the riches we have received in Christ must always have priority in our life. Whoever puts this priority right, trusting in the Lord alone, that person can indeed be assured firmly that God will keep him, keep her, today, tomorrow, and forever.

Thus, beloved, He who has called you says it to you this morning again, “in faith cling to Me, do not slacken, but always build your life on My firm promises. Then, I the LORD, your God, will guard and keep you. Yes, even when you meet with harm or strife, I will preserve your life, says the LORD. When going out or coming in, I will you deliver, from this time forth, forever.
Amen.
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