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TODAY…YOU CAN CHOOSE ETERNITY! 
Delivered by Pastor Tom Cowan 

 
I told you last week that that I write the study guide usually months ahead of 

preparing the weekly sermons.  Sometimes when I slice a book up into its various 
sections, I will get a sense that when I come to work on a specific passage some 

months ahead it will not be easy when I get there.  So I think to myself – I’ll worry 

about that later when I get there.  Well, this week I am at one of points when I looked 

this week’s passage back in November – I thought to myself – that will be a challenge 
when I get there.  Well, now I am here – and it is not an easy passage.  It brings before 

us an unpopular subject about the wrath of God. You may have realised that as you 

read it this past week – and perhaps thought to yourself – I wonder what Tom will do 
with this.  Well, I will be honest - Tom has been wondering the same thing.  

 

The discipline that comes from working through OT books, gospels or epistles section 
by section is that you cannot avoid the tough bits – you have to take it all as it comes.  

 

I remember John Stott – the well known English author and preacher – would say -- 

sometimes he would open his bible on the floor in front of him – then kneel down 
before it and ask the Lord – what is the truth in the passage.  

 

You are good listeners week by week - and I thank you for that – I will ask for the very 
best of your listening ears this morning.   

 

 
1 Thessalonians 2:14-16.  For you, brothers and sisters, became imitators of God’s 

churches in Judea, which are in Christ Jesus: You suffered from your own 

people the same things those churches suffered from the Jews 15 who killed the 

Lord Jesus and the prophets and also drove us out. They displease God and are 
hostile to everyone 16 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.[a] 

 

These verses – which state Paul’s strong attack on the Jews – have been described as 

violent – bitter and harsh.  It has been suggested that they were added later by an 
anti-Jewish scribe – but there is no evidence for that.  

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Thessalonians+2%3A14-16&version=NIV#fen-NIV-29587a
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To make such an anti-Semitic declaration today might get you in legal trouble.  No 

Christian can be aware of the long history of anti-Judaism in the church and history 

without feeling some shame and regret.  
 

There is a Biblical and historical context that we must keep in mind behind this 

passage.  
In contrast to this harsh statement by Paul we must also keep in focus.  

- Paul was a patriotic Jew – he gloried in his Jewish ancestry – Abraham was 

justified by faith - he longed with anguish for the salvation of his own people.  
In Romans 9 he declared that he was willing to forfeit his own salvation if 

thereby they might be saved.   

 

 
- Romans 9:2  

2 I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. 3 For I could wish 

that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my 
people, those of my own race, 4 the people of Israel.  

He talked about them being grafted back into the olive  tree.   You have to read 

Romans chapters 9 to 11 to see and understand this metaphor.  
 

Also – When Paul went to Ephesus – his normal priority of preaching was to start at 

the synagogue – to the Jews first - When he reached Rome – his first act was to 
bring the leaders of the Jews together and try to convince them about who Jesus 

was from the Law of Moses and the prophet.  Some were convinced – others 

attacked the Christians.  

 
We add some historical background to add to this --  

In 386 AD – one of the church fathers called Chrysostom preached 8 violent sermons 

against the Jews. He likened them to animals and made wild accusations against 
them.  

 

In the Middle ages a church council in 1215 - forced Jews to live in ghettos and wear 

distinctive clothes – that sounds familiar – and during the crusades the church failed 

to protect the Jews and their communities were pillaged.  

 

Martin Luther – not long before he died and his health was declining – spoke out 
against them – and called for their synagogues to be set on fire and their homes 

destroyed.  
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In our modern history – we have the tragedy and shame of the Holocaust – in which 

some 6 million Jews were killed in concentration camps and gas chambers.  

- Recent program Harriet and I watched – 2 men had escaped from Auschwitz – 
made their way across Europe – they met the Jewish underground – were 

smuggled to Britain – and pleaded with the British Government to bomb 

Auschwitz – they knew that some would be killed but they would save many 
more – the British did not believe what was happening and so would not send 

bombers to destroy the crematoria.   

-  
- Remembering meeting old lady in a Jewish gift shop when I went to buy a 

misousa - she stood on a stool to get me one from an upper shelf - when her 

sleeve slipped down her arm and I saw fading blue numbers tattooed on her 

arm.  She was instantly embarrassed.  
 

Paul is simply stating facts – he is not being vengeful or having a bad mood.  Many 

Jews did oppose the Gospel – they attacked Christians - hindered Gentiles from 
being saved – and so he declares that God’s wrath would come upon them.  

 

Also we need to remember – God’s love and grace is for ALL people -God’s desire is 
that all would be saved.  John 3:16 – God so loves the world --- 

Also – we need to remember -- Jesus comes as the Messiah – from the long line of 

faith rooted in the Old Testament – and Jesus had the highest regard for the Old 
Testament Scriptures.  

Finally the gathering of people in Revelation will bring people from every tribe and 

every tongue and every nation.  

All of these truths must be set alongside Paul’s strong statements. 
Remember that just a few yards away from Central Baptist church – at the next 

corner – stands Canada’s oldest synagogue.  

 
So that is one statement in this section – it is strong – it emotes feelings.  It 

confronts us with some hard and unpopular questions.  

 

What is the Wrath of God? 

  

The habit of the modern church has been to play this subject down – frankly it 

does not make for popular preaching.  We have had our fill of hell fire and 
brimstone preachers. We want to sing about the love of God – to declare the love 

of God.  So sermons on God’s wrath have become taboo in modern society – and 
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Christians and preachers by and large have conditioned themselves not to raise 

the subject.  

 
But the Bible does not.   

We see reminders of His wrath in the word of the prophets – men such as 

Jeremiah, Amos and Hosea – we see reflections of his wrath in the words and 
actions of Jesus – turning tables upside down at what Jews have done to his 

father’s house. It is not human anger – this is the expression of the justice of God 

taking shape in the world.   There are times when this Jesus is anything but …a 
gentle Jesus meek and mild.  

 

Our struggle is the we do not understand what wrath means.  We think it means 

that somehow – God has lost his heavenly temper – he has an outburst of seeing 
red – he has lost control – he is in some divine bad mood and He just needs to get 

over it. His wrath is his holy hostility to evil – it is his refusal to condone and accept 

evil. 
 

 

WHAT PROMPTS GOD’S WRATH? 
 

Romans 1:18-20 

The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness 
and wickedness of people, who suppress the truth by their 

wickedness, 19 since what may be known about God is plain to them, because 

God has made it plain to them. 20 For since the creation of the world God’s 

invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly 
seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without 

excuse. 

 
Here are 3 things that prompt God’s wrath:  

 

1.  An unholy exchange:  

 

What some divine gift is exchanged for something which is not true.   

For example -- When we exchange worship of the Creator for worshipping creation – 

Paul says the result is that people are left without any excuse.   
Later in Romans – when we exchange the God-given purpose for our sexuality as male 

and female – for what he calls unnatural relationships.  
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2 – the suppression of truth.  

We take divine truths that can be clearly seen – and we suppress it.  We bury them – 

we push them down.  Our children and young people are getting very confused in 
terms of their sexuality today.   

 

3. We rationalize our sinfulness. 
We take that which we know to be wrong and we call it right.  Paul says our foolish 

hearts become darkened.   

 
We ask – How does God’s wrath come upon us?  

 

Again – let me give you several major ways in His wrath expresses itself in our society.  

 
1 – Through our judicial system – the courts and the legal system.  

We need to grasp that his wrath is always judicial – it expresses itself in our judicial 

system - It is the sentence of the judge administering justice.    So sometimes God’s  
wrath right and wrong being expressed through the administration of justice.   

Paul outlines this in Romans 13 – he says that the governing authorities have been 

put there by God in our world – he calls them servants – uses the word “deacons” – 
Romans 13 says that everyone must submit to the governing authorities.  our legal 

system is not perfect – either are the people who administer it – but it is better 

than anarchy or chaos.  
 

 #2 – it works in – what I call - the reduction and eventual withdrawal of moral 

and social conscience.  

 
Think this through with me.  It is hard work --  

When a nation/country – such as Canada – when it generally has a strong belief and 

historical foundation in God and Christian truth – that results in a general 
environment of moral and social conscience which is felt by everyone throughout the 

country.   We all benefit from a general sense of law and order – from the positive 

value of moral conscience – Society in general benefits from the strength of good over 

evil – from social order rather than anarchy.  

 

That may continue for some time – and will continue so long as there is commitment 

to truth and ethical conduct from the majority of the people.  But when the majority of 
people reduce their beliefs in faith – and in truth – in light – the moral and social 

conscience which has been a benefit from which all of society has benefited – slowly 
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bit by bit begins to diminish.  We saw that in the legal struggle over the Freedom 

convoy last year in Ottawa.  

 
We do not hear it slow down – we cannot measure its diminishment – but it happens 

none the less.  It begins to appear in growing crime statistics – breakdown of marriage 

and family – the glue that has been holding society together begins to dissolve. Social 
and moral conscience cannot sustain itself without a basis for truth giving it life.   

When we confuse what is moral and exchange it for what is simply legal – we are 

heading down a slippery slope.  
 

A very small example – when I first came to Victoria – 1981 – I was involved in opening 

sessions of parliament in prayer – that has gone.   

Another one – when you went to vote – what lay across the hole in which you dropped 
your ballot card – do you know?  

When we first moved to Vancouver and later Victoria – we did not see many of the 

social struggles on the streets and police that we see today.  So we ask – why is this?  
 

What may be happening is that God slowly removes his presence – he slowly reduces 

his influence – he quietly lets us at a civic and national level – sow what we reap.  
 

When Paul talks about the wrath of God in Romans 1 – he describes it this way -- For 

although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to 
him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were 

darkened. 22 Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools 23 and 

exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like a mortal 

human being and birds and animals and reptiles. 
 

Then in verse 24, and in 26, and in 28 – 3 times Paul says that – in response to these 

decisions - God gave them up – God gave them up – God gave them up.  
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The divine but invisible glue that has bound us together is withdrawn – and so we 

wonder why society is coming apart. Everywhere we see a pattern of degeneration – 

slowly but constantly working itself out – it moves from knowing God – from idolatry 
to immorality – so that each generation grows a new and fresh crop of ungodliness 

and unrighteousness.  In this downward movement we recognize the present action of 

divine wrath – it is a withdrawal of moral and social restraints that we all feel.  
 

God’s justice is at work – not in the sense that he intervenes in our lives or our world – 

but precisely in that he does NOT intervene – he simply lets us go our own way – he 
lets us have what we have chosen.  

 

I wonder – I wonder – if we are at a time when this is exactly what is happening across 

our province – across Canada and in fact around our world.  It is the wrath of God 
quietly working out in society.  If we need proof of that – just look around us.  ?? 

Jordan Peterson.  

We sow what we reap.    We only have to look round and see what we are coming to.   
 

#3 – God’s wrath is eschatological – that means there is a divine wrath to come in the 

last days.   
 

That is Paul’s warning to the Jewish nation and in fact to the whole world.  There will 

be a coming day in which the wrath of God will come upon the world.  It is the unsaved 
– the unbelievers who have refused to respond to the Gospel of love – who are seen as 

the objects of God’s wrath.  

 

Before hell is an experience inflicted by God – it is a state which humanity chooses 
– and it is chosen on the basis of what we believe about God and His work in the 

world.  

 
Perhaps the best known verse for many of us – John 3:16.  We read it as a verse 

that states God’s love – and it does state that -- 
16 For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 

believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.  

 

But it goes on – verse 17  

 

For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save 

the world through him. 18 Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but 



Page 8 
1 Thess. Series: Central Baptist 
Message 3: 1 Thess 2:13-20 
February 2023 

 
whoever does not believe stands condemned already because they have not 

believed in the name of God’s one and only Son. 

 
He means what it says – people pass judgement upon themselves by rejecting the 

light and the truth that comes to them in and through Jesus Christ.  

In the final analysis – What God does in his justice both in this life and beyond into 
eternity is to lead humanity into the full implications of the choice that it has 

already made.   

 
The basic choice of life is simple – either we respond to the invitation – come unto 

me – the invitation to  meet Jesus as our Savior and Lord – or to turn away from 

him.  

Remember the line in John 3:16 -- whoever believes in him shall not perish but 
have eternal life.   

 

No one stands under the wrath and judgement of God save those who have chosen 
to do so.  The essence of God’s action in his wrath is to give humanity what it has 

chosen.   If life starts in the garden – sin also starts in the garden – This appears in 

the story of God’s first act of wrath towards man – in Genesis 3 – where we learn 
that Adam chose to hide from God and to keep clear from his presence before God 

ever drove him out of the garden – this same principle applies throughout the 

Bible.   
 

Alongside this dark picture stands a picture of light and hope.    Paul calls these 

Thessalonians - For what is our hope, our joy, or the crown in which we will 

glory in the presence of our Lord Jesus when he comes? Is it not you? 20 Indeed, 
you are our glory and joy. 

 

There are those who will stand in the presence of the Lord Jesus – those who know the 
hope and joy and receive the crown of Jesus.  

 

If we would know God – it is vital that we face the truth concerning his wrath, however 

unpopular that may be – because without knowing that – we will not fully understand 

the depth of the gospel of our salvation – nor the redeeming love of God - nor shall we 

understand the hand of God in history – nor will we make head or tail of the book of 

Revelation.  
 

There is only one way that we can move from divine wrath to a divine welcome – from 

changing from idolatry to worship – to changing where we will spend eternity.  
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Last week – I loved the theme for summer camp at Qwanoes – this is not all there is – 

there is more - We choose today where we will spend eternity.  Jesus plainly talks 

about those who will go away to eternal punishment – while the righteous to eternal 
life.  

 

Between us who are world and the thunder-clouds of divine wrath stands the 
cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.  If we belong the Christ, through faith, we are 

justified by His cross and the wrath of God will never touch us, neither here or in 

the hereafter.   
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STAND/ WORSHIP TEAM UP. 

 

Our hope stands only in one thing – actually in a person – it stands in Christ alone.  
 

So as we affirm this truth – may I quietly but deeply and sincerely ask each of you 

to affirm the truth in your own life that you have placed your faith and hope in 
Christ alone – that you know with certainty that one day you will stand before 

God your sins forgiven and your life cleansed by the blood of the Lamb - to be 

welcomed home one day by the word of the Father into the Fathers house.   That 
applies to all of you watching online. Can you affirm this truth today? 

 

This is not just a closing song – this is our sure and certain declaration about 

whose we are.  Imagine if we passed the words around this morning on a sheet of 
paper – ask yourself – Today -- could you sign it and add your name to God’s list – 

today you can choose eternity – today you can choose hope – today you can 

choose life – and all of that comes in Christ alone.  
 

Come on Central --  Lets sing it out – lets sing it strong -  

 
I ask this morning – can you add your name to that long growing list of people who are 

choosing eternity with God?  

 
 

 

Prayer partners come forward – 

 
 
24 To him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you before his 

glorious presence without fault and with great joy— 25 to the only God our Savior 
be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all 

ages, now and forevermore! Amen. 


