
Living in Light of the Lord’s Coming #4

“For Him Who Has Ears to Hear”

1 Thessalonians 2:13-16

On more than one occasion in His earthly ministry, Jesus would wrap up His teaching with a curious phrase: “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” What did He mean by that? Doesn’t everyone have ears to hear? What else do ears do—hold your glasses up?

In our last study in 1 Thessalonians, Paul outlined what I called “Must-Haves for a Minister,” including the gospel message, a genuine motivation, and a godly manner. As we move on in that second chapter, we will now consider the other side of preaching—the importance of listening. 

Numerous books have been written on the preparation and delivery of sermons. Check into any Bible college or seminary library, or even a Christian bookstore, and you are likely to find several such volumes. My Bible library on my computer has well over 40 books on preaching.

These works have their place, and I in no way wish to discredit them. But to find a source of instruction for those on the other side of the pulpit is a challenging task indeed! There are precious few helps for those who listen to anywhere from fifty to over one hundred sermons every year. Until recently I knew of one: A Listener’s Guide to Preaching, by William D. Thompson, published over fifty years ago.
 Since then John Piper has published a helpful book, Take Care How You Listen.
 But considering the proportion of members of the body of Christ who listen to sermons compared with the number of those preaching them, such an absence is unfortunate.

While in my first ministry in Winchester, Virginia, I wrote a flyer entitled, “How to Hear a Sermon,” which I later developed into a sermon, based on Jesus’ parable of the sower and the seed. Tonight I want to consider this important, yet often ignored, aspect of preaching from Paul’s words in 1 Thessalonians 2:13-16,

And we also thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe. For you, brothers, became imitators of God’s churches in Judea, which are in Christ Jesus: You suffered from your own countrymen the same things those churches suffered from the Jews, who killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets and also drove us out. They displease God and are hostile to all men in their effort to keep us from speaking to the Gentiles so that they may be saved. In this way they always heap up their sins to the limit. The wrath of God has come upon them at last.
The attitude of the Thessalonians toward God’s Word is apparent in three actions the took toward Paul’s preaching.

They Accepted the Word

Paul begins in verse 13, “And we also thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it…” As is his custom, Paul expressed gratitude for his readers, and in this case he thanked God continually for the Thessalonians’ reception of the gospel.
 Do you want to make your pastor happy? This is one way: Listen to his preaching.

This requires faithful attendance in worship. Currently the average churchgoer attends Sunday worship one out of four Sundays. I understand that there are occasions where even the most dedicated member will miss a week due to illness, travel, or a special event with family. But when attendance becomes the exception rather than the rule, the effectiveness of preaching diminishes greatly.

Showing up is not enough, though. We must come prepared to hear from God. In the book I mentioned earlier, William Thompson observes, 

Perhaps the expectations you bring have as much to do with the effectiveness of preaching as anything. If you have convinced yourself that the sermon will be boring, dull, and unprofitable, you are not likely to be disappointed.

If we look closely at verse 13, we note that Paul uses two terms to describe the Thessalonians’ reception of the word of God. The first, rendered “received” in English, is the Greek term paralambano. This word is often used to describe a person receiving a tradition handed down from a teacher, as Paul himself had received the gospel message of Christ’s person and work years earlier as seen in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5.
 The word translated “accepted” (dechomai) conveys the idea of a welcome, being the usual word for the reception of a guest. The message was not only heard and received by the Thessalonians; it was welcomed.
 It is the same term used in Luke 2:28 when Simeon lifted the baby Jesus into his arms and embraced the Word of God made flesh. Similarly, the Thessalonians embraced the gospel with all their hearts.
 Warren Wiersbe writes,

One means “the hearing of the ear,” while the other means “the hearing of the heart.” The believers at Thessalonica did not only hear the Word; they took it into their inner man and made it a part of their lives.

Many manuals on preaching insist that preparation is the first rule toward successful ministry. Preparation is also necessary for the sermon listener. The primary act of preparation is prayer. Prayer places the listener in touch with God.
Ideally, this readiness occurs before a person ever enters the church building. Sunday morning ought to be a time to pre​pare for church in spirit as well as outward appearance. But often the Christian household is so rushed and ruffled trying to get to church that they are frustrated and distracted once they arrive! One pastor has adopted what he calls “the Hebrew view of the Sabbath,” in which the day of rest begins at sunset the night before. His family structures Saturday evenings with readiness for Sunday worship in view.
Another form of preparation for the sermon deals with the worship service itself. By becoming involved with the elements of the service leading up to the message, we ready our minds for the preaching of God’s Word. When hymns are sung, sing! When the Scripture reading is taking place, turn to the passage in your Bible and follow along! (Most often, the Scripture reading is either the text of the sermon or a related passage.) When prayers are offered, pray! Pray for the pastor that the Holy Spirit might speak powerfully through him, and pray that your own spirit will be receptive to what God will say to you from His Word.
They Appreciated the Word

Not only did the Thessalonians accept the Word, they appreciated the Word. Paul continues in verse 13, “…you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God…” Paul explains that they accepted this message as God’s Word. They did not simply think this message was Paul’s opinion. They did not say that it was Paul’s word. Their response was to accept Paul’s message as the word of God, and Paul even says that they received it “as what it really is.”

This is an umambiguous assertion by Paul that the gospel he preached was the word of God. We are familiar with the claims of the Old Testament prophets that they were bearers of the word of God, for they introduced their oracles with formulas like ‘the word of the Lord came to me’, ‘listen to the word of the Lord’, and ‘thus says the Lord’. But here in verse 13 is a comparable claim by a New Testament apostle.

Preaching is God revealing himself, reaching out to you, calling you to respond—not man talking about God or any other topic, for that matter.
 When the Word of God is preached properly, it is as if God is speaking through the preaching.
 Yet too many churches have substituted entertainment for the preaching of God’s Word, and many people no longer welcome the Word of God.
 But, as Thompson puts it, “Unless you confront the living Christ in the sermon and reorder your life because you sense his claim on you, you have simply heard some good advice from a nice man.”

How can we demonstrate our appreciation for God’s Word? In addition to the preparation, the second ingredient to good listening is participation. For this task a couple of tools are necessary.
The first tool is a Bible. This may seem obvious at first, but it is surprisingly sad to see how many people come to church without a Bible! With your Bible, turn to the text of the sermon beforehand and read it. When the pastor refers to another text to consider, turn to it and follow his thought. (If he does not allow time for you to turn, let him know about it! He will probably appreciate the suggestion.) Perhaps place the bulletin or a bookmark in that place when you turn to another text, so that you can return to the original passage quickly. If he mentions a verse but does not turn to it, write it down and look it up later to see how it illustrates or reinforces his point. Remember what Luke wrote about the Berean Christians: “They were of more noble character…for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true” (Acts 17:11).
The second tool for participation is a note pad and pen. If your pastor likes to preach in series of sermons, it may be wise to invest in a small notebook so that the notes may follow the thought of the entire series.
When taking notes on a sermon, don’t attempt to write down everything—you will often miss the next thought (which may be the important one!) Many pastors preach in definite outlines that make it easier to follow along. Write down the main points of his outline, and passage to which he refers, and perhaps a good quote or definition of a term. If you fail to jot down a specific phrase or quote, ask the pastor after the service. When he recovers from fainting, he will be glad to provide the re​quested information!
At the conclusion of the sermon, ask yourself the simple question, “So what?” This may seem to border on sacrilege within a church setting. But if that pastor has not answered that simple question in his sermon, he has failed in his mission. A sermon ought to do one or more of the following three things: inform, persuade, and motivate to action. If you have not been informed of new, practical knowledge from God’s Word; if your own ideas have not been challenged by the truths of Scripture; or if you have not been motivated to act in ways more like Jesus Christ in the upcoming days or weeks, then the sermon has meant nothing to you.
Years ago Martin Luther wrote, “A preacher ought to so preach that when a sermon is ended, the congregation shall disperse saying, ‘The preacher said this.’”
 He was right. Preachers ought to make the message of God’s Word so clear and simple that anyone listening can understand.
Participation in the preaching of the sermon displays our appreciation of the Scriptures as the Word of God. Bring your Bible, bring paper and pen to jot down notes, and ask how the sermon speaks specifically to you.

They Applied the Word

But that’s not all. Thirdly we see that they applied the word, as the end of verse 13 says, “which is at work in you who believe.” They obeyed the Word by faith, and the Word went to work in their lives. It is not enough to accept or even to appreciate the Bible. We must apply the Word in our lives and be hearers and doers of the Word.
 This is the most important step in good listening.

Preaching produces fruit. It accomplishes the purpose that God intended. This is the message of Isaiah the prophet: “For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do not return there but water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it” (Isaiah 55:10-11). Isaiah uses a powerful image regarding the way God’s Word works by drawing on rain and growth. God’s Word has the power to accomplish God’s purpose. This is similar to Paul’s message to the Thessalonians. Paul uses the word energeo, from which we get the word “energize.” God’s Word energizes people and produces faith and repentance and obedience.

Jesus told a story of two builders in Matthew 7. The one built his house on a solid foundation, while the other built on sand. The first house withstood the storm, while the second structure collapsed. In explaining the story, Jesus acknowledged that both heard the Word, but only the first one “put it into practice.” James tells us, “Faith without works is dead” (James 2:26). The most important ingredient to listening to a sermon, then, is simply doing what God’s Word says!
Listening is the important (yet ignored) aspect of preaching. By your response to the preaching, you who listen ultimately determine its effectiveness.
 In the parable of the sower and the seed, it was not the difference of the seed that governed the yield, but the condition of the soil. The same seed produced various results. The same sermon affects people in the congregation differently. The life and health and growth of our souls are tied to how well we listen. We are wise to periodically evaluate our own hearing of God’s Word.

The Thessalonians proved to be devoted followers of Jesus Christ by receiving the Word of God and living it. We’ve missed the purpose of Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians if we only understand its content better. We need to hear what it says—that is, receive it—but we also need to embrace it and put it into action.

In the remainder of the passage, Paul shows the importance of their good listening:

For you, brothers, became imitators of God’s churches in Judea, which are in Christ Jesus: You suffered from your own countrymen the same things those churches suffered from the Jews, who killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets and also drove us out. They displease God and are hostile to all men in their effort to keep us from speaking to the Gentiles so that they may be saved. In this way they always heap up their sins to the limit. The wrath of God has come upon them at last.

Paul’s preaching prepared these young Christians for the struggles they faced. So, too, preaching today can prepare us for whatever we face in our world. The world is a battleground, not a playground, and we come to church to be equipped for the battle.

My dad was a truck driver for more than thirty years, and part of driving truck was using a CB radio. The truckers developed a CB vocabulary all their own, and the phrase to find out if someone was listening was, “You got your ears on?”

That’s not a bad concept for the Christian. When you come to church, you got your ears on? Are you really listening to the Word as it is preached—accepting it, appreciating it, and applying it? Jesus said, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”

Let us hear the word of the Lord.
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