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HOLD ON TO FAITH 
2 THESSALONIANS 2:1-5, 13-17 

 

 You may remember my talking about a series of firsts during the year 
1972:  I graduated from seminary, I got married, and I moved from 
Massachusetts to Indiana, I started a PH.D. program and I began work as an 
associate pastor. 
 At the church where I served on the pastoral staff there was a 
distinguished professor by the name of Harry G. Day.  Before I arrived on the 
Indiana University campus, Dr. Day had served for ten years as the chairman of 
the chemistry department.  As eminent as he was, Harry Day still had great years 
of research left.  He authored more than 200 scientific papers.  Dr. Day was an 
active layperson in our congregation, a civic leader in Bloomington, and his home 
was a port in the storm for generations of students and faculty members.  After 
an amazingly full and rich career, Harry Day died at the age of 100 in October of 
2006. 
 But there is another reason why the name of Harry G. Day continues to be 
fondly remembered in the hallowed halls of I.U. and Bloomington and beyond:  
Dr. Day is credited with being the inventor of Crest toothpaste.  And so it was 
during the first year of married life that my spouse and I decided to ask Dr. and 
Mrs. Day to dinner in our humble grad school apartment.  We put a cloth on the 
card table and dug out the wedding china and the silver.  We wanted the evening 
to be just as nice as we could possibly make it. 
 After dinner, I asked Dr. Day to tell us the story of how he invented Crest 
toothpaste.  Well, he explained, it was the early 1950's.  Together with his two 
graduate students at the university, Joe Muhler and William Nebergall, their team 
began a series of experiments.  What the three men were trying to do was to 
incorporate Stannous Fluoride in toothpaste to reduce dental cavities.  That was 
new; it had not been done before.  Harry Day told us that he had faith that it 
could be accomplished.   
 But it was not easy.  There were many tries, he said, many attempts.  If 
the Stannous Fluoride was too concentrated or too weak, the toothpaste would 
not be effective, of course.  With a researcher's patience, Dr. Day and his 
students worked on achieving the right balance.  Finally when it came time to 
figure out the correct PH level in the toothpaste, Dr. Day said he got a lucky 
break.  He told us that he simply guessed that it should be “one-tenth of one per 
cent.”  As it turned out, that level was absolutely correct and Crest toothpaste 
was born. 
 Dr. Nebergall secured the patent for the university, and the product was 
taken up by Proctor and Gamble.  Crest toothpaste was tested by the 
Bloomington school children, who were filmed in the first television commercials.  
Crest was introduced on the market in 1955.  The royalties from the patents 



secured the financing for a new dental research institute, which was called “The 
House That Crest Built.”  
 Like all great inventions, Crest toothpaste began with a dream.  In this 
case, it was Harry Day's faith and conviction that Stannous Fluoride could be 
successfully incorporated into toothpaste.            
 Our scripture lesson from Second Thessalonians is also about faith, a 
religious faith.  But this is a passage that is difficult to preach on.  The authorship 
of the letter is in question.  The details of the persecution facing the church at this 
time are left out.  The identity of the one named "The Lawless One" remains a 
mystery.   
 While there is much to perplex us in these verses, one thing we do know 
is that the people are afraid.  The Thessalonians are facing a time of trial and 
their faith is shaken.  Because of bad experiences, they are frightened of false 
teachers.  The people in the congregation are fearful that they missed the second 
coming of Jesus.  The writer of the letter is worried.  So the purpose of Second 
Thessalonians is to offer a word of encouragement.  The writer wants to remind 
these early Christians to "stand firm and hold fast" to their faith. 
 I have scotch taped to the inside of my office desk the wonderful quote by 
Martin Luther King, Jr, which has become a touchstone of my life:  “Faith is 
taking the first step even when you don't see the whole staircase.”  As you look 
back over your own life, I suspect you have operated the same way.  In the final 
analysis, we have no real idea how the move, the new job, the new relationship, 
the new school is going to work out.  All we really have, then, is the faith that it 
will. 
 In his sermon, “Faith's Tough Characteristics,” Joel Gregory tells two 
stories that speak to this idea.  He begins the first story by asking this question, 
which is especially appropriate on this Veterans Sunday: 
 Do you know what it means to sail under sealed orders?  Some of you 
who were in the navy know what that means.  A ship in the dock, the great 
mooring hawsers holding it snug to the side of the dock, laden with troops, 
perhaps at midnight.  An envelope comes to the Captain on The Bridge and on 
the outside of that envelope are the coordinates of latitude and longitude.  Just a 
place to which he's to sail.  Then the great mooring hawsers are slipped off the 
dock, Morse lamps blinking signals to one another.  That ship slips out into the 
ocean—going it knows not where, [at] some place, sometime in mid-ocean he 
reaches those coordinates of latitude and longitude, and then he opens the 
envelope and finds what the destination is (“Faith's Tough Characteristics,” Joel 
Gregory). 
 For Joel Gregory, sailing under sealed orders is what faith is all about.   As 
he says, “faith enables you to go without knowing where.”  That's the same as Dr. 
King's staircase that you can't see completely.  The pastor's second story is the 
example of one person's faith journey: 
 There was a young Scots teenager walking one day on the Sheltel 
Douglas estate near Glasgow on the beautiful West Coast of Scotland.  As that 
young man remembered it years later, walking amidst the rhododendrons on that 
beautiful Scots estate...he said, “I heard the voice of God.  And that voice said, 



'go West, young man.'”  And with the impetuousness of a teenager he booked 
passage on the Camaronia.  And he remembered years later looking back over 
at the purple heather heath on the hills of Scotland thinking he'd never see it 
again.  He made his way to Birmingham, Alabama, where a men's bible class in 
the First Presbyterian Church gave him $50 a month so he could go to seminary. 
 When he was graduated from seminary, a little church in the Georgia 
countryside called him.  He preached so well that a church in Atlanta called him, 
and great crowds began to come to hear this young Scotsman preach.  Soon 
they had to tear the balconies out and put in bigger balconies and still they 
couldn't accommodate the crowds.  And about that time the prestigious “Church 
of The Presidents,” The New York Avenue Presbyterian Church in Washington, 
D.C., said:  “You come be our pastor.”  He said:  “No, I have a great work here.”  
Not to be denied, they said again, “You come be our pastor,” and he said no 
again.  Finally they prevailed upon him, and the same thing happened there as 
crowds thronged to hear this young Scots preacher. 
 In 1949 the United States House of Representatives said, “You come be 
our chaplain and pray before the sessions,” and he said No.  They asked him 
again.  Finally he said yes, and people would come and crowd the balconies in 
the House of Representatives just to hear Peter Marshall pray.  Then they would 
leave before they made the laws. 
 And when did that happen?  When did that unfold?  It unfolded when a 
Scots teenager whose name nobody knew from a humble family and a quiet 
home heard the voice of God tell him, “Go West with me, young man.”  God will 
inevitably speak to some today, and the speaking of God will change life forever, 
and a lifetime later you'll look back and say, “I thank God that when he said go, I 
went.” 
 Faith enables you to go without knowing where... (Gregory). 
 Peter Marshall chose not to listen or follow “The Lawless One,” The 
Antichrist of Second Thessalonians.  For Marshall, the only choice was to follow 
the lead of God and to find a home in the church of Jesus Christ.  One 
commentator on our scripture passage says that:  “What awaits those who are 
led astray by lawlessness need not be frightening to those who remain faithful.  
They give thanks to God, confident in God's love, and in God's choice for them” 
(Beverly Gaventa, Texts for Preaching Year C). 
 So that is why the writer to the Thessalonians encourages the brothers 
and sisters there to “Stand firm and hold fast to the traditions that you were 
taught by us.”  Again and again, Hebrew and Christian texts remind us of the 
importance of tradition and memory.  In these narratives, the people are 
continually called upon to recall what God has done for them and how God has 
delivered them (Rev. Karen Georgia Thompson). 
 In the end, then, the Thessalonians and their contemporaries are urged to 
stand firm.  Historically and during the present day, that notion has rich meaning, 
especially when the human tendency is to flee or fight.  When we are standing 
firm in the gospel, we are urged “not to take things into our own hands, but to rest 
on our confidence that they are in Christ's pierced hands” (The Lectionary 
Commentary:  Acts and The Epistles).  



 And that word brings us back to our sermon title, “Hold On To Faith.”  I 
began this sermon by telling you the story of Harry Day's faithful invention of 
Crest toothpaste and his informed guess about the correct PH level required.  I 
close with one more story about an educator and guessing and measuring and 
faith:                                         
 Some years ago, there was a great professor at Centenary College 
named Dean R.E. Smith.  Dean Smith was a saintly man, a brilliant scholar, an 
outstanding communicator, a real friend to the students.  He was a legend in his 
own time...very distinctive-looking.  He wore a black patch over one eye. 
 In one of his most famous lectures, Dean Smith would talk to his students 
about how we discover truth, how we determine what is genuine and authentic.  
After some discussion, Dean Smith would suddenly ask the students this 
question: “How Wide Is My Desk?”  The students would look at the desk and 
then make their best guesses.  A variety of answers would ring out. 
 “I think it's about 72 inches wide. 
 “No, I believe it's more like 68 inches wide.” 
 “Looks like 75 to me.” 
 “I'm going to guess 74 inches wide.” 
 Then some wise guy from the back of the room would say:  “71-
 5/16?”...and everyone would laugh. 
 Then Dean Smith would say:  “These are all pretty good guesses, but one 
of them is more nearly true than the others.  Now,” he would say, “How do we 
determine which one is most accurate?  How do we decide which answer is most 
nearly right and true?”  There would be complete silence for a moment in the 
classroom and then tentatively someone would say:  “Measure it?”  “That's right,” 
Dean Smith would say.  “To determine which one is closest to the truth, we have 
to get a measuring stick and measure it!” 
 Then Dean Smith would go to the blackboard.  He would take a piece of 
chalk...and in silence he would draw the outline of a Cross.  With that piece of 
chalk, he would trace over and over the outline of the Cross...letting it 
dramatically sink into the hearts and minds of those students.  Then he would 
stand back and point to that Cross and say:  “There's your measuring stick!  
There's your measuring stick for truth!” (Dr. James Moore). 
 For 2,000 years, the Cross has been a symbol for what we believe and 
profess as Christian people.  And so in the spirit of Second Thessalonians, I say 
to us all:  hold on to faith! 
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