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Today or tomorrow, depending on where and when you are listening to this, is Pentecost, the
Festival of the Coming of the Holy Spirit, fifty days after Jesus’s resurrection and ten days after
his ascension into heaven. Pentecost gives us the opportunity to focus on and celebrate the work
of God the Holy Spirit. We call the work of God the Father creation and preservation, the work
of God the Son redemption, and the work of God the Holy Spirit sanctification. But we want to
focus not only on the Holy Spirit’s work today, but especially on the tool that he uses to carry out
that work, which we call the gospel or the means of grace. Listen to what the apostle Paul writes
in 2 Thessalonians 2:13—-14:

SECOND THESSALONIANS 2:13-14. (NIV84)
But we ought always to thank God for you, brothers loved by the Lord, because
from the beginning God chose you to be saved through the sanctifying work of
the Spirit and through belief in the truth. He called you to this through our gospel,
that you might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Here the apostle Paul talks about God’s saving actions in eternity and his saving actions
in time. Paul says that “from the beginning,” and elsewhere he specifies that that means before
the beginning (e.g. Eph. 1:4), God chose those who would be saved. But he never had in mind to
just sort of zap-save them. The true God is a God who works through means and agents. So he
always had in mind to save those who would be saved “through the sanctifying work of the Spirit
and through belief in the truth.”

Sanctify is an important word in the New Testament. It is a word that defines the work of
the Holy Spirit. If you say it or hear it quickly, you might hear the word saint, and saint and
sanctify are close cousins. Saint means “holy person,” and sanctify means “to make holy, to set
apart as holy, to put in a class all its own.” The Holy Spirit’s work is the work of making people
holy.

When Paul says that God determined those who would be saved and chose them to be
saved “through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth,” he is not
saying that it was God’s plan to save them through two separate things. He is using the second
phrase to explain the first. It’s kind of like if you say, “I’m going shopping and buying some
strawberries.” No one is going to think you’re describing two separate activities, as if you were
first going shopping for, say, clothes or furniture, and then going back home and ordering some
strawberries online. No, they will assume that you are going to the grocery store, and that once
you are there, you aren’t simply going to look around and buy whatever tickles your fancy, but
that you’re going to head to the produce section to pick out and purchase some strawberries. The
second phrase starting with the word “and” explains the first phrase. Same here. In God’s plan of
salvation, he always intended that the Holy Spirit would make people holy through belief in the
truth. So the Holy Spirit would see to it that the truth was communicated in some way, and
through the sharing of the truth he would work faith in the truth, and by giving certain people
faith in the truth he would make them holy.

We should probably pause here to note that, if the Holy Spirit needs to make people holy
in order for them to be saved, then the implication is that they are not holy to begin with. They
are sinful. This is consistent with the Bible’s teaching of original sin, which says that we are by



nature dead in sin, objects of God’s wrath, hostile to God, and unable to come to him on our own
powers (Eph. 2:1-3; Rom. 8:6-7; John 3:3-6).

So this was God’s intention from eternity for those who would be saved. Paul then tells
us how God put that resolution into effect in time: “He called you to this through our gospel, that
you might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Again, he is not describing something
separate from the sanctifying work of the Spirit and faith in the truth. He is telling us what tool
the Holy Spirit used and uses in the lifetime of believers to do his sanctifying work and to give
them faith in the truth. The tool he uses is the gospel, specifically the gospel preached by the
apostles, the gospel centered in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ the Son of God (1
Cor. 15:1-11).

Gospel is a word that means good news. The Greek word for gospel is a compound noun
that combines the word for good with the word for announcement or message. The good news of
Jesus is the truth through which the Holy Spirit gives us faith in Jesus.

The doctrine or message of the gospel is contrasted with the doctrine of message of the
law. In John 1:17, the apostle John says, “The law was given through Moses; grace and truth
came through Jesus Christ.” In Acts 13:38-39, the apostle Paul preached, “I want you to know
that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you. Through him everyone who
believes is justified from everything you could not be justified from by the law of Moses.” In
Romans 3:20-24, the apostle Paul wrote: “No one will be declared righteous in his sight by
observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin. But now a righteousness
from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This
righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no
difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified freely by his
grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”

The Scriptures consist of these two chief doctrines—the law and the gospel. The law tells
us what God wants us to do and not to do. It therefore shows us our sin. It terrifies and condemns
us. The law cannot be good news, because it gives us no certainty of heaven. If it gives us any
certainty at all, it is certainty that we are going to hell. The gospel tells us what God has done for
us in his Son, Jesus Christ. It therefore shows us our Savior, and in showing us our Savior, shows
us that, in him, we have no sin. We are saints. It comforts us and give us sure hope and certainty.
So Paul is saying that the Holy Spirit does his saving, sanctifying work through the gospel, not
through the law.

It’s not that the Holy Spirit doesn’t use the law or that the law is bad. Not at all. The Holy
Spirit just doesn’t use the law to make us holy. He does use the law to show us our need for a
Savior and to make us thirst and long for deliverance. He then uses the gospel to satisfy our thirst
and to show us the deliverance Christ has given us through his substitutionary work on our
behalf. That is what fills and comforts our souls and makes us holy in God’s eyes.

The gospel is always a message, the message of God’s gracious forgiveness, but it
doesn’t always come only as a message, only with words. God also joins that gracious message
to earthly elements in two special institutions that we call sacraments. The word sacrament used
this way isn’t in the Bible, just like the term 7rinity isn’t in the Bible. But just like with the word
Trinity, we use the word sacrament to describe something special that is in the Bible. In this case,
we use the word sacrament to describe something that Jesus Christ has instituted, by which he



takes one or more earthly elements, joins them with his word, and gives us the forgiveness of
sins. The Bible tells us of two such institutions—baptism and the Lord’s Supper. So these are
also the gospel or means of grace; they’re just in a different, more concrete form, a form that you
can not only hear and see, but also experience with other senses, like touch and taste.

Let’s go back to that word sanctify. There are two ways that the Holy Spirit sanctifies us,
or makes us holy, through the gospel. First, by giving us faith in Christ through the gospel, the
Holy Spirit clothes us with Christ, so that we are objectively and completely holy in God’s eyes.
That’s why the New Testament regularly refers to believers as saints. But when the Holy Spirit
does that, he also gives us a new heart that is both enabled and desires to put that new status into
practice through holy living and fighting against temptation and sin. The first holiness is perfect
and complete. The second holiness, by which we put the first holiness into practice, is a process
that continues throughout our lives of repentance until it is finally completed when we reach
eternal life in heaven. The Holy Spirit works all of this in us and for us through the gospel.

This is why we distinguish between the natural knowledge of God and the revealed
knowledge of God. The natural knowledge of God is what we can know about God purely
through our experience with his created world and by listening to our conscience. But no amount
of time out in the woods or out on the lake, all by itself, can bring you one inch closer to God.
That’s because the natural knowledge of God is missing one important thing—the gospel. The
revealed knowledge of God is the knowledge that God has given us in his holy Word. And there
we find the tool that the Holy Spirit uses to save us and make us holy—the gospel or good news
of Jesus Christ.

Today give thanks for the Holy Spirit and his work, and give thanks for the tool through
which he does his work—the gospel in Word and in the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s
Supper. This means of grace is the tool the Holy Spirit uses to give us faith in the truth and to
make us holy, so that we might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. To God alone be the
glory! Amen.



