                                March 18th  2007  Sermon:   “Dear Hold On!”
              ( Texts:  Revelation 2:18-29;  2nd Thessalonians 2:13-17;  John 8:31-36 )

************************************************************************
     Today’s sermon is based on Jesus’ letter to the Church in the city called Thyatira.  However, what Jesus says to this Church is also meant for the ears of ALL Churches of ALL times and places.  Therefore, Jesus also writes this letter to US – the Church in Jamestown!
     The title for today’s sermon is “Dear Hold On!” which is based on these words of Jesus:  “…hold on to what you have until I come.”  Those words “Hold on!” are meant to give us encouragement and hope when we feel defeated and when we struggle with fear.  Those words “Hold on!” assure us that our struggle is not in vain because we will overcome if we hold on to Jesus and His Word!

     Jesus begins His letter as follows:  “These are the words of the Son of God, whose eyes are like blazing fire and whose feet are like burnished bronze.”  Here Jesus uses images from the Old Testament book of Daniel that point ahead to the glory, power and authority of Jesus!  In spite of all the evil in this world, Jesus is still in control!

     Next, Jesus goes on to give the church in Thyatira a compliment.  Jesus’ all-seeing eyes are very aware of their strong faith, their sincere love and their dedicated endurance in the face of persecution.  In fact, Jesus says that they have matured in their faith and that they are doing more good works than when they first believed.
     But there is one problem that does not escape Jesus’ eyes.  The Christians in Thyatira are tolerating evil in their congregation.  The faithful Christians are not encouraging or participating in this evil, but they are not confronting it or opposing it either!  This is not good because Christians of all times and places should be concerned about the spiritual well-being of other Christians in their midst.
     Now, what is this evil that Jesus hates?  Jesus speaks of a woman named “Jezebel.”  Who is she?  Jezebel was a false prophetess in northern Israel who lived during the days of Elijah the prophet.  Jezebel was the wife of King Ahab.  Jezebel encouraged her husband to turn away from the Lord and lead his people into idol worship as well as sexual immorality.  

     Sadly, some Christians in the Church of Thyatira were worshipping idols and participating in the sexual immorality that was popular in their culture.  Therefore, Jesus gives these false Christians a name.  Jesus calls them “Jezebel.”
     Jesus says that He has been patient with them.  Jesus had given them more than enough time to repent.  But they continued to learn the “secret teachings” of Satan.  What does this mean?  Simply put, the devil is the true source behind all false religion.  

     These Christians in Thyatira should have been cling to the Word of Christ and avoiding the false teaching and sinful lifestyles in their culture.  Instead, they deliberately sought out the secret teachings of these idols because they were curious about them.  They also probably watched how the pagans were living – especially their sexual immorality – and decided they wanted to do the same thing.
     So, Jesus says He will discipline them severely.  Why?  Does Jesus hate them?  No!  Jesus loves them!  You see, true love does not let people do what they please – especially if what they are doing will separate them from God.  Instead, true love speaks the truth to people – even when it hurts.  Jesus will do what it takes to humble them and bring them to repentance.  Jesus wants to save them from an eternal fate worse than physical death!

     Now, at this point I want to digress for a bit and talk briefly about the reasons God may discipline us.  We’ve already discussed one reason God disciplines us.  He disciplines us when we stray from the Truth and give in to the desires of our sinful nature and follow the evil ways of this world.  If you turn away from Jesus and get comfortable with sin, God will do whatever it takes to humble you and get your attention.

     However, on the other hand, sometimes Jesus puts trials into our lives for a completely different reason!  For example, let’s say you are a faithful Christian.  You know you’re a sinner, but you live in daily repentance and you trust in Jesus as your Savior.  Even though you struggle with sin, you still do your best to resist the evil desires of your heart and you try to avoid the sinful temptations in this world.  When you DO sin, you don’t justify it or excuse it.  Instead, you confess your sin and ask Jesus to help you do what’s right.  You trust God’s Word and you seek Him in prayer.  You desire to be faithful to Jesus.
     Guess what.  Even if you ARE a faithful Christian, Jesus may still discipline you!  Why?  The reason is that Jesus wants you to mature in your faith and do even more good works for Him – just like those faithful Christians in Thyatira.

     Jesus may allow you to face persecution for your faith in Him.  He may also give you a physical illness or bring some other trial into your life.  Why?  He wants to strengthen your faith in Him and also give you an opportunity to be His witness!

     We must understand this important truth!  You see, when you suffer the devil wants you to think that either God doesn’t care about you or, worse yet, that God hates you!  But the truth is that God LOVES you, and the proof is that He gave His own Son to die for you.

     My friends, God’s ways with us are ALWAYS LOVE!  So, Jesus disciplines us for two reasons:  1)  If we rebel and stray from Christ, like the Jezebel Christians, then Jesus will do whatever it takes to bring us back to our senses.  2)  If we are faithful Christians who strive to live the Christian life, God will also sometimes discipline us because He wants us to mature in our faith and be witnesses to others of the hope we have in Jesus.

     With that understood, let’s get back to Jesus’ letter.  Jesus says that He is going to discipline the Jezebel Christians in Thyatira in the hope that they will repent and be saved.  But then Jesus again addresses the faithful Christians in Thyatira and here’s what He says to them:  “Hold on to what you have until I come!”
     These are words of encouragement and love!  Jesus knows that life for us Christians in this evil world can be very difficult.  Not only do we struggle with our own evil desires every day, but we also face the sinful temptations of this wicked world as well as the lies of the devil.

     Right here in Jamestown we can find false teaching that is contrary to God’s Word.  Right in here in Jamestown we can find the same sexual immorality so popular in Thyatira.  Right here in Jamestown we are faced with numerous temptations that could lead us to engage in thoughts, words or actions that are contrary to God’s will for our lives.  There is plenty of evil right here in Jamestown that could lead anyone of us to become a Jezebel Christian!  As we face all this evil INSIDE of us and OUTSIDE of us we may become discouraged and filled with fear and guilt.

     Therefore, hear what Jesus writes to you:  “Hold on!  Hold on to what you have until I come!”  What do you have to hold on to?  JESUS AND HIS WORD!  Jesus’ has given you His Truth that sets you free!

     You are free from the guilt of your sin because Jesus, the Son of God, has washed your guilt away with His shed blood.  In addition, you are free to live for God! Jesus helps you mature and produces in you good works that are pleasing to God.

     Jesus wants you to hold on to His Words of forgiveness, love and wisdom.  But even more, Jesus wants you to know that He is holding on to YOU!  Remember, Jesus has won the victory!  Even though the battles are hard, the war is over!  You can hold on because Jesus is holding on to YOU!

     At the end of his letter Jesus says that He will give you His authority.  Think about that!  We Christians might not appear to have much authority or influence in this evil world.  But one day the unbelievers will see Who IS in control!  Even if we Christians are persecuted in this life, we know that we reign with Jesus and will share in His authority for all eternity!  That’s why we hold on to Him!
     In addition, Jesus says that He will give you the “Morning Star.”  The “Morning Star” stands for the last starlight that shines brightly before the Sun rises.  This light is a reminder of the glory and power of Jesus who shines in the evil darkness of this world.  No matter how dark things may seem for us, we have the light of God’s Word to give us hope!
     In Revelation 22:16 Jesus says:  “I, Jesus, have sent my angel to give you this testimony for the churches.  I am … the bright Morning Star.”  One day Jesus will return in all His glory and you will bask in His loving light forever.  Until that day, remember Jesus’ words:  “Hold on to what you have until I come!”

Amen!
