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        Pentecost 26

Don’t duck…and don’t be a quack

1 Thessalonians 5:12-28

In the beginning…
Soren Kierkegaard, the serious Danish philosopher, could also be humorous.

He once told the tale of a fantasy-land, inhabited only by ducks.

One Sunday morning, all the ducks went to church.

They waddled down the aisles and into their pews, then squatted.

The pastor – also a duck, of course – took his place in the pulpit.

He opened the Bible – written for ducks – and began to preach.

“Fellow ducks,” he said,


“God gave you wings.  

With those wings you can fly; you can soar like eagles!

Use those wings to be what God designed you to be.”

All the ducks shouted, “Amen!”

Then the ducks got up, waddled out of their pews, 


waddled through the door,



waddled all the way home.

The ducks knew what their God had said and done.

They believed it was true; they even shouted “Amen!”.

But it had no effect on their daily lives:

they chose to waddle instead of fly.

That, said Kierkegaard, was the problem…


the problem in the Lutheran church of the 19th century.

That still is the problem in churches today…and not only Lutheran.

Last month, Tony Campolo gave several presentations in the Twin Cities.

Why did this Baptist preacher speak only at Lutheran churches and schools?

Tony admitted that he had addressed the Southern Baptist national assembly…once.

He said he began that presentation with these words:

“Why are you so concerned about interpreting the Bible literally?  

You won’t do what it says anyway?”

Information, not transformation.

That’s the problem, isn’t it?

It really doesn’t matter which church we attend –


we come to be informed…we come to be inspired;



but we go out and do what we’ve always done.

Like the ducks, our minds can be filled…our hearts can even be stirred;


but our character remains unchanged.

That’s the problem…and it’s nothing new.

In the last chapter of one of the first letters written after Jesus left planet earth,


a pastor named Paul addresses this problem.

The issue is so critical – the problem so serious, the solution so necessary –


that this spokesman for God ends his letter with these words:

27I command you in the name of the Lord to read this letter to all the brothers and sisters. 

This morning, you and I will review the last half of the last chapter 

of Paul’s first letter to Christians living in the Greek city of Thessalonica.

As we review what the pastor writes,


we realize how often he calls Christians “brothers and sisters” .

The church – he reminds us – is not a museum dedicated to preserving the past;

it’s not a social club where friends gather;

it’s not a business enterprise providing Mall of America amenities.

It’s a family – the family of God.

As we review what Pastor Paul writes,


we also realize that he doesn’t even mention 

what we are to know or believe as members of God’s family.

He only stresses how we are to live together as members of that family.

This morning, then, as we review what Paul writes,


remember the ducks.

In others words, as you hear what the good pastor says,


don’t duck your responsibility as a member of God’s family.

Don’t be a quack either; just change…and do what a child of God does.

Don’t duck…and don’t be a quack

1) …in your relationship with the family’s “leaders”

The pastor begins by speaking of our relationship with the family’s leaders.

He says:

12Dear brothers and sisters, honor those who are your leaders in the Lord's work. They work hard among you and warn you against all that is wrong. 13Think highly of them and give them your wholehearted love because of their work. And remember to live peaceably with each other.

Did you hear that?

God wants us to get along…to live peaceably with each other.
My goodness!  How on earth can we do that?

The pastor, first of all, subtly reminds the family leaders 

of the role that God has assigned to them.

Do you know that Paul doesn’t even call them “leaders”?

In his original letter, 

he labels them as προϊσταμενος: simply, “the ones who stand in front”. 

In this family, the ones who stand in front are Kari, Shawn and myself.

Since Shawn has been standing in front longer than Kari,


I understand better the role that he sees himself playing in this family.

He envisions the church as a ship -- one of those Roman galleys 

that plied the Mediterranean Sea during the heyday of their empire.

He fancies himself sitting on the poop-deck --


a captain’s hat on his head, a telescope in one hand and the tiller in the other.

This really irritates me…because that’s where I want to be!

Is that why those of us who stand in front and strive to be “prince of the poop-deck” 


need to remember what Pastor Paul wrote about leadership in another letter? 

In a letter written to Christians in Corinth, Paul said this:

People ought to regard us – the so-called “leaders” -- as servants [υπηρετας] of Christ and stewards [οικονομους] of the mysteries of God.  [1 Corinthians 4:1 KJV]
The family’s “leaders” dare not sit on the poop-deck, says Pastor Paul;


that spot is reserved for the Captain…for Christ. 

The leaders belong below deck;


they, after all, are υπηρετας – 

the slaves who pulled the oars in the sea-going vessels of the Roman Empire.



the slaves who pulled the oars at the command of the captain.

The family’s “leaders”, says Paul, are not only “galley slaves for Christ”;


they’re also οικονομους – not really stewards, but butlers…



butlers who search the pantry,

looking for good food and great wine to serve to the family.

Those of us who stand in front, then, not only have to go down…below deck;

we also have to go back…

go back into the pantry of God’s goodness,




looking for God’s goodies to bring out and serve to you.

That’s Kari’s, Shawn’s and my responsibility; what’s yours?

What does Pastor Paul say?

Basically this: don’t treat them like Rodney Dangerfield.


Honor those who are your leaders…think highly of them…because of their work.

Respect them – says the pastor – 


not because of how good they may look or how glib they may be.

Respect them, not because of who they are or what they know.

Respect them because of what they do – their work…


their work in the family as “galley slaves for Christ” and the “butlers of God’s pantry”.

And did you know this?

You don’t even have to like us.

Isn’t that a relief?

After all, Kari has her mannerisms, Shawn has his quirks, 

and I – as my wife reminds me – have hang-ups.

If you were supposed to like us, 

that pastor named Paul would have instructed you 

to give us your wholehearted φιλος.

Instead, he directs you to give us your wholehearted αγαπη.

In other words, you don’t have to like us;


you “only” have to love us –



have that love which calls you to make a conscious decision 

to accept us just as we are…

maybe even accept us in spite of who we are.
Pastor Paul tells us what it takes…


what it takes for those who stand in front and those who sit in the pew 

to live peaceably with each other.

But his information must lead to our transformation.

Remember the ducks, then.

Let’s not duck our responsibility as members of God’s family.

Let’s not be quacks either; 

let’s change and do what a child of God does.

2)  …in your relationship with family members

The pastor also addresses our relationship with other members of the family.

He tells us:

14Brothers and sisters, we urge you to warn those who are lazy. Encourage those who are timid. Take tender care of those who are weak. Be patient with everyone.  15See that no one pays back evil for evil, but always try to do good to each other and to everyone else.
Do you get the picture…


the picture that Paul paints of the family?

The family of God – he reminds us – is a “building society” –


a society where we build each other up.

Last week, we heard from two social critics.

We heard Bob Dylan sing that “every thing is broken”.

We heard Alexander Solzhenitsyn say that “every one is broken”.

If what those two men sang and said is true,

each of us here this morning will require mending 

– we all will need healing – 

at some time in our lives.

If we’re not hurting today, we will be tomorrow.

Of course, the church – the family of God – may not be the only place 

where we can get mended.

But this church – this family – must be one place 

where you and I can always find hope and healing.

That pastor named Paul even tells us what we need to do


to ensure that our family never becomes an army that shoots its wounded. 

He urges us, first of all, to be patient with everyone –

to μακροθυμειτε everyone…literally, to have a “long fuse” with everyone.

We all know what a “short fuse” is, don’t we?

At school, teachers have a short-fuse with children who misbehave.

At work, supervisors have a short-fuse with staff who don’t perform.

Even in our homes, you or I can have a short-fuse 

with family members who make the same mistakes over and over again.

But in the family of God, says Pastor Paul, we need long fuses.

Be patient, he says -- have a “long fuse” -- with everyone.
Be patient with the young woman who finds it hard to resist temptation…

with the young man who is struggling to overcome his addiction.

Be patient with the middle-aged couple whose marriage is coming apart…

with the single parent whose nerves are unraveling.

Be patient with the widow who seems to be grieving too hard and too long.

Be patient with the elderly parent who is growing bitter at increasing illness and isolation.

Be patient with everyone…

and then: take tender care of those who are weak.

Folks, there are some translations that seem to be culturally conditioned,


and this is one of them.

You and I live in a culture where we are learning more and more to touch less and less.

In this culture, then, it may make sense to translate the pastor’s words as


take tender care of those who are weak.

But that is not what Paul wrote when he originally wrote crafted his letter.

In his original letter, he tells you and me to αντεχεσθε των ασθενων –


to “hug – and hold on to – those who are weak and weary”…

don’t let them go!

Hug – and hold onto – that woman who has been bruised and abused in her home…

that man who has been rejected at the school, for the job or in a relationship.

Hug – and hold onto -- that person 

whose body is bending and spirit is breaking because of a devastating disease.

Hug – and hold onto – that couple 

who can’t understand what went wrong; they only wanted the best for their child.

Hug – and hold onto – that family

who has an empty chair at the table for the holiday season.

Hug –hold onto – any and all who are weak and weary. 

Like the love that will not let us go,


don’t let them go!

Paul tells us what it takes…


what it takes for our family to become a “building society”. 

But his information must lead to our transformation.

Again, remember the ducks.

Let’s not duck our responsibility as members of God’s family.

Let’s not be quacks either;

let’s change and do what a child of God does.

3)  …in the circumstances of your own life 

The pastor even tells us how to deal with all the circumstances of our lives.

He says:

16Always be joyful.  17Keep on praying.  18No matter what happens, always be thankful, for this is God's will for you who belong to Christ Jesus.

Through all the so-called “changes and chances” of life,


Paul reminds us of God's will for you who belong to Christ Jesus.
That’s right!  The God who formed you in your mother’s womb 

has formulated a plan for your life

You may have been despised by your parents,


deserted by your partner,



denied by your prodigal son.

You may be hurting from the loss of your health, 

the loss of your job, 

the loss of a loved one.

But – if you are his child,

God never wastes your pain.

He has a plan for that pain.

We know – says that pastor named Paul – 

that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose  [Romans 10:28 NIV]

No wonder the pastor also says that we can


Always be joyful. … No matter what happens, always be thankful.
The God who is for us is in all the “changes and chances” of our lives.

He uses them to shape us…


to help us become all that he designed us to be.

And, says the pastor, 

God wants to work with you and me to work things out.

That’s why Paul tells us to keep on praying.
Remember: when you and I pray,

we are -- as Richard Foster says in his book entitled  The Celebration of Discipline --

“working with God to shape the future”.

Pastor Paul tells us what it takes…


what it takes for you and me to deal with all “changes and chances” of our lives.

But his information must lead to our transformation.

Yes, remember the ducks.

Let’s not duck our responsibility as members of God’s family.

Let’s not be quacks either; 

let’s change and do what a child of God does.

4)  …in our relationship with the family’s Father

Finally, the pastor mentions our relationship with the family’s Father.

He tells us:

19Do not stifle the Holy Spirit. 20Do not scoff at prophecies, 21but test everything that is said. Hold on to what is good. 22Keep away from every kind of evil.
Let me read that again…in a different translation.

Don’t suppress the Spirit, and don’t stifle those who have a word from the Master.  On the other hand, don’t be gullible.  Check out everything, and keep only what’s good.  Throw out anything tainted with evil. [1 Thessalonians 5:19-22 MSG]
Paul reminds us that God is determined 

to help you and me become the best that we can be.

God not only once gave his Son to get us into the family;


he also keeps on giving to keep us going in his family.

God gives us his word – 

that instruction manual the Father gives all his children for their life on his planet.

You’ve heard that word, haven’t you? 

You’ve also read it…even memorized it.

Just don’t stifle that word, says the pastor.

That word can transform you; it can change your life.

God also gives us his Spirit –


that Spirit the Father gives to guide all his children.

You’ve felt that Spirit, haven’t you?

You’ve felt him prompt you to confess a sin…apologize for a mistake.

You’ve felt him prompt you to call a friend in need…write a note of encouragement.

Don’t suppress that Spirit, says the pastor.

That Spirit can transform you; he can change your life.

Pastor Paul tells us what it takes…


what it takes for you and me to become the best that we can be.

But his information must lead to our transformation.

One more time: remember the ducks.

Let’s not duck our responsibility as members of God’s family.

Let’s not be quacks either; 

let’s change and do what a child of God does.

At the end…

There are two points you may want to note here “at the end”

First of all, if you’re serious about all of this

-- if you really don’t want to be a duck --

you’ll need help…




you’ll need the help of a dove.

You’ll need the help of God’s Spirit.

You and I, of course, cannot change human nature.

But God’s Spirit can.

He can help us become – as Max Lucado says --  “just like Jesus”

That’s why Pastor Paul prayed for all who read his letter…


asked God’s Spirit to transform them.

23May the God of peace make you holy in every way, he said.

Did you know that you can make the pastor’s prayer your own?

Did you also know that It works?

Pastor Paul assures us:

24God, who calls you, is faithful; he will do this.

Now, no one can force you to say those words.

But if you don’t seek God’s help,

you need to know the consequences.

For one, you’ll probably never change;


you won’t fly.

You’ll just waddle through life like a chubby duck.

And another:


in a culture where time is viewed as a precious commodity,

we’ve just wasted about 20 minutes of it.

After all, if Pastor Paul’s information doesn’t result in our transformation…

if we don’t change and do what the good pastor says,

then all that I’ve just shared with you can be summarized in two words:

“Quack! Quack!”
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