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There was once a Christian who lived in North Africa.  His name was Laurence, and one day he 

wrote a letter to his bishop.  He had a question, "What is the proper way to serve God?  Might 

you write me a small booklet that answers this question, that I may carry it around and refer to it 

as needed?"  His bishop thought about the matter, said yes he would, and wrote a short manual 

with his thoughts.  That bishop was St. Augustine.  He answered Laurence's question, "What is 

the proper way to serve God?"  And the little book he wrote in response to Laurence is called a 

"Handbook…On Faith, Hope, Love."
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Faith.  Hope.  Love.  These are the three supreme Christian virtues.  They are mentioned as such 

in Colossians 1:4, Roman 5:1-5, 1 Corinthians 13:13, Hebrews 10:22-24, and 1 Peter 1:21-22.   

They are mentioned at the start of the letter we are reading today, 1 Thessalonians, in the first 

chapter, verse 3.  Paul commends the Thessalonians "work of faith and labor of love and 

steadfastness of hope in Jesus Christ."   

Over these three weeks, we have been studying this letter to answer the question, what are the 

marks of Christian faith.  Once you become a Christian, what should your life look like?  The 

answer, according to the Word of God, is faith, love, hope.  Two weeks ago we looked at the 

work of faith, how the memory of the gospel motivates us to do the works God has called us to 

do.  Last week, we discussed the labor of love.  When we love others, God makes our hearts 

holy.  This week, we conclude our series by looking at the steadfastness of hope in Jesus Christ.  

What we will find is that Christian hope sustains us until evil and suffering end.  Yes, Christian 

hope sustains us until evil and suffering end. 

Listen for and hear the Word of the Lord.  It is found on Pg 250 of your Pew Bible.  The reading 

is 1 Thessalonians 4:13 to 5:11.   Here is the Word of the Lord as spoken through the apostle 

Paul: 

4 13 
But we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, about those who have 

died, so that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope. 
14 

For since we believe that 

Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have 

died. 
15 

For this we declare to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive, who are 

left until the coming of the Lord, will by no means precede those who have died. 
16 

For the 

Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the sound of God’s 

trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 
17 

Then we who are 

alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the 
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 Details of this story are drawn from section one of the Enchiridion: On Faith, Hope, Love by St. Augustine.  

Enchiridion is the transliteration (Greek letters = English letters) of the Greek word for "handbook" or "manual."  A 

fine translation is available at http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/augustine_enchiridion_02_trans.htm#C1.   
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air; and so we will be with the Lord forever. 
18 

Therefore encourage one another with these 

words.  

  

5 Now concerning the times and the seasons, brothers and sisters, you do not need to have 

anything written to you. 
2 

For you yourselves know very well that the day of the Lord will 

come like a thief in the night. 
3 

When they say, ―There is peace and security,‖ then sudden 

destruction will come upon them, as labor pains come upon a pregnant woman, and there will 

be no escape! 
4 

But you, beloved, are not in darkness, for that day to surprise you like a thief; 
5 

for you are all children of light and children of the day; we are not of the night or of 

darkness. 
6 

So then let us not fall asleep as others do, but let us keep awake and be sober; 
7 

for 

those who sleep sleep at night, and those who are drunk get drunk at night. 
8 

But since we 

belong to the day, let us be sober, and put on the breastplate of faith and love, and for a 

helmet the hope of salvation. 
9 

For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining 

salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 
10 

who died for us, so that whether we are awake or 

asleep we may live with him. 
11 

Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as 

indeed you are doing. 
2
 

 

Paul is clarifying the teaching about the Second Coming, the Final Return of Jesus Christ.  And 

he's doing so for a specific purpose.  He's making the point that Christian hope sustains us until 

evil and suffering ends. That's his idea precisely because there was a lack of hope in the 

congregation.  We know from Acts 17 that the Thessalonians were persecuted.  A number from 

the congregation was thrown into jail; things were so tense that Paul and Silas had to flee town.  

The people in this congregation are suffering.   

We also see their lack of hope in the major concern that is being addressed in 4:13-18.  Since 

Paul had last visited them, some people in the congregation had died.  Maybe they were killed 

from the persecution, or perhaps they were in an accident – run over by a cart at the forum – or 

perhaps they were simply sick and they died.  The Thessalonians were grieving; they were 

anxious too.  They were worried about what will happen when the Lord comes back.  Paul 

comforts them – he says, everyone will share in the new life with God, the living and the dead. 

He repeats Christ's own teaching, at the start of chapter five.  The day of the Lord will come like 

a thief in the night. You'll wake up, and – snap – it's here.  He doesn't want them to be anxious, 

no one can predict that time, he says. So the Thessalonians are suffering from their anxiety and 

worry, and they are suffering from many things. 

Beneath the anxiety a larger concern lurks: the lack of hope.  Paul says this very clearly in 4:13.  

We do not want "you to grieve as others do who have no hope."  Paul continues then to give 

reasons why that's the case.  He's not saying grief is bad – this is a world with disease and 

suffering; with evil and hatred – Paul experienced that, the Thessalonians experienced that, there 
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are many here today who have experienced that – and there nothing good about that.  Nothing.  

There should be grief, but grief without hope we must avoid.  Grieve as people with hope, Paul 

declares, not as people without hope. 

Paul then presents them with the type of hope that are to have.  Christian hope.  Have Christian 

hope, Paul declares.  That word "Christian" is key.  It's Christian hope that explains why we are 

to be hopeful, for it is only in Christ, Son of the living and true God, where lasting hope is found. 

The reasons for Christian hope, Paul says, are clear.  The very first thing he says, in 4:14, is "For 

since we believe Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus God will bring with him those 

who have died."  Paul states it clearly: we share in Christ's resurrection.  God came back from 

the dead; Through Jesus, we'll come back from the dead.     

A second reason for Christian hope is that we have the word of the Lord.  "We declare to you by 

the word of the Lord," Paul writes in 4:15.  Paul is picking up a theme from the second chapter 

of this letter.  We weren't able to look at this text in our sermon series, but in chapter two he 

speaks about the gospel, the good news. He says that is without deceit, without error, without 

treachery (2:3).  He's following through there on what he's said from chapter 1, a verse we did 

look at: we "serve a living and true God" (1:9).  Since God is living and true, His word is living 

and true.  We can rely on it completely for wisdom and advice and comfort.   

Finally, Paul says, have this hope because God had appointed you for salvation: "For God has 

destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ" (5:9).  

There's an implicit and explicit level to this claim.  Implicitly, Paul is saying, can anything work 

against what God is doing?  Who can oppose God?  If God has appointed you for salvation, then 

friends, indeed you will be saved.   

Paul gives then the explicit argument for such hope in the next verse, Christ "who died for us, so 

that whether we are awake or asleep we may live with him" (5:10).  If you need proof for God's 

promises, look to the cross.  If God didn't intend for your salvation to occur, why would he send 

his very Son to die a painful death on your behalf?  You need to have no doubt, Paul is saying, 

that there is new life. The cross is proof of what God will do for you.  Although you may be 

lacking hope, Paul urges his readers, you must have Christian hope.  Not hope that is amorphous 

and free floating and vague and untied to any person or promise.  No it is hope in Christ, 

Christian hope, that will sustain you.  And this is found in God's resurrection, spoken through 

God's word, to you who are appointed for salvation. 

Thus, Paul rightly concludes, be encouraged.  Be encouraged, because Christian hope sustains us 

until evil and suffering end.  Paul gives a word of encouragement twice in this section.  After 

teaching the Thessalonians that both those who are alive and dead at Christ's return will live with 

the Lord forever, he says, "Therefore," therefore, "encourage one another with these 

words."(4:18).   When he reminds them that no one knows the hour of the return, but have no 
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fear, you have Christian hope, he says at the end of that discourse, in 5:11,  " Therefore," 

therefore, "encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are doing."  

Be encouraged, Paul writes, keep doing what you are doing.  "Since we belong to the day," Paul 

writes in 5:8, "let us be sober" – or right-minded – "and put on the breastplate of faith and love, 

and for a helmet the hope of salvation."  This is the armor you wear, Paul proclaims, faith, love, 

the hope of salvation.  This is an absolutely arresting image.  The Thessalonians are living in the 

Roman Empire.  The military is a constant presence; everyone would know what a Roman 

legionnaire would look like.  Are they the powerful ones?  No, Paul says, you have the promises 

of God Almighty constantly by your side.  May we trust in them.   

What's possibly even more arresting about this image of armor, especially for converts from 

Judaism, is that this armor would typically be seen as the armor of God Himself.  It's the armor 

God himself wears when he wages war against his enemies.  There are a number of non-Biblical 

Jewish writings from the period which have such a description.  But importantly it's also in the 

Bible.  According to the prophet Isaiah, God sees injustice, sees the evil of the world, sees the 

suffering of the world, and "He put on righteousness like a breastplate, and a helmet of salvation 

on his head" (Isa 59:17).  When we practice faith, love, and hope, we are strengthened. Friends, 

these virtues are the very armor of God.   May they sustain us. 

What does this armor cover?  Well, it's the breastplate of faith and love and the helmet of the 

hope of salvation.  They cover your vital organs, the most important part of your body.  Our 

hearts and our minds are guarded and guided by faith, hope, and love.  We have this armor, put it 

on, Paul says, let us wear it and be confident in the promises God has for us.   

Moreover, Paul writes, be joyful.  Yes, you rightly grieve, but there is joy at the end of that 

grieving.  Paul closes his letter with some final parting advice at the end of chapter five.  

"Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of 

God in Christ Jesus for you" (5:16-18).  And then, he also says, "hold fast to what is good; 
 

abstain from every form of evil." (5:21-22). Until the end comes, yes, grieving at the pain and 

suffering is what we do, with Christian hope, and that hope is so powerful because at the end is 

joy.   

That joy is so pronounced when we think of the end in view.  Remember, the Thessalonians were 

concerned about whether those alive and those dead at the Second Coming would be separated. if 

there will be a different experience for those who are dead at the second coming versus. Paul 

reminds them that they'll all be together.  Moreover, not only will everyone be together, living 

and dead enjoying the new life, but it's day when evil and suffering will end.  No more war, no 

more disease, no more pain, no more darkness, no more death.  Anywhere, ever again.  It will be 

everlasting life. There will no nothing to fear. It is indeed to be joyful time.  Psalm 96 speaks to 

this—It's the psalm that we read together today as opening call to worship.  "Sing to the Lord a 

new song, sing to the Lord!" (Ps 96:1).  The reason for that singing, as the Psalm soon makes 
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clear, is that God will return.  As the 12
th

 verse of that Psalm says, even "all the trees of the forest 

shall sing for joy before the Lord, for he is coming."  Even the trees will sing that day will be so 

joyous! 

Brothers and sisters, this is the day, when faith, hope, and love become complete. This is the 

point to which Christian hope sustain us.  There's a familiar passage from Scripture that speaks to 

this day. It's often read at weddings, and I hope that you'll never look at it quite the same way 

again. It starts off by saying, "Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful…it 

does not insist on its own way" (1 Cor 13:4-5).  The passage is 1 Corinthians 13. It's a passage 

that has several themes, one of which is the return of God.  And 1 Corinthians 13 concludes this 

way: 

"Love never ends.  But as for prophecies, they will come to an end, as for tongues, they will 

cease, as for knowledge.  It will come to an end" (1 Cor 13:8).  And the last line of that famous 

passage is:  "Now faith, hope, and love abide, these three, and the greatest of these is love" (1 

Cor 13). 

Brothers and sisters in Christ, when our Lord comes again, faith has reached the finished line.  

Brothers and sisters in Christ, all Christian hope becomes consummated.  There is no need for 

more prophecies.  There is nothing more to know.  All that is left is joyful life living with our 

Lord.  All that is left is love, love that never ends.  That, friends, is the consummation of hope, 

the day for which we eagerly await.  Christian hope sustain us until evil and suffering end.  Until 

that time, with all the faithful, we pray, "Come, Lord Jesus, come" (cf. Rev 22:17-21).  Amen.   

 
 

 


