
Faith, Hope and Love
II Thessalonians 1:1-4

Around 7 years ago I remember taking a survey, or set of questions, from JC Pennys - now
called JCP. They essentially asked me if I would rather have lower regular prices on
merchandise but not have special sales (like Walmart) or have special sales like most clothing
stores do. That is a no-brainer for me who wants to shop when I want rather than on their sales
schedules. I was surprised when I learned the vast majority of other people they surveyed said
the same thing. JC Pennys then changed their pricing policy. However what people say they
believe and what they actually do are often two very different things. So when JC Penny's
lowered the price of all their inventory and stopped having the big sales from the higher
standard prices, people bought much less. It was a major failure and the company has since
gone back to their old way of doing things, which includes many ad flyers in our local papers.

Today^we live in a culture where people are constantly giving their opinions in surveys, self-
reporting studies, and internet comments - yet their carry through is very different. What they
say they believe, often doesn't translate to actual actions. As I mentioned earlier in the year -
most Americans believe people spend too much time in front of a screen - TV, movies, Internet
video games smart phone - yet between 2015 and 2016 the average American added yet
another hour a weekday in screen time. So how do we know what is really important to a
person?

You can tell what is important to a person, by
• what they are willing to sacrifice for

• where they put their time
• where they put their money
• what their actions are

• AND sometimes you can tell by what they continually repeat - especially in ways that
come out naturally.

It is this final aspect we will see at work in our teaching today. There are some themes the
apostle Paul repeats over and over again - not in a rote, formulaic or routine way, but a
consistent, natural way. We are going to see this in the beginning of the New Testament letter
we call 2 Thessalonians. But first Ict^nc give you sollte baekground on tl^.listt(

READ II Thes 1:1-2. The first couple verses of Paul's letters are formulaic or routine. They
follow the custom of the day where you started your letters by saying who the letter is from,
who the letter is addressed to and some kind ofpositive sreetinss. So this book is written by the
apostle Paul, Silas and Timothy. While Paul is the lead writer and leader of the missionary
team - he rarely sees "just himself as the author. Leaders are very important, but so is
everyone else who is part of the work! Biblical humility unleashes us to do far more than we
would do otherwise. Don't think of humility as a doormat or someone who is passive. Biblical
humility takes initiative, strikes out in new areas, tries things and is daring.
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The letter is written to the "church of the Thessalonians". The city's name was Thessalonica
while the people living in the city were called "Thessalonians". The emphasis here is on the
people - the people are the church. In the NT, the building or physical location where the
church meets is not the church. Also notice that twice Jesuais referred to at the same level as
God the Father. The truth that God exists in Trinity - Only one God who exists in three persons
- Father, Son and Holy Spirit - is not some late belief made up hundreds of years later. Trinity
is the unique nature of the One and Only God and it is clear from the earliest Christian writings.
Paul ends with a typical greeting wishing them grace and peace from God.

BACKGROUND: The Thessalonian church was started during Paul's second missionary
journey. The 2^^ missionary journey started when Paul and Barnabas each formed new teams
and went their separate ways. Paul & his new companions first visitedfclfeches that were
planted in the first missionary journey, including the Galatian church^Then Paul had a vision to
go to Macedonia. There Paul and Silas started the church in Philippi. Opposition arose and they
were thrown in jail and beaten badly. When they were released, Paul & Silas went to
Thessalonica where they planted a church. Again opposition arose and a riot broke out against
e■^^^Jlgelir■m by Paul 8i Silas, so the church smuggled them out and sent them to Berea.
Opposition soon arose there, so they sent Paul off to Athens while Silas and Timothy stayed to
established the church in Berea. This 2^^ missionary journey was really a tough one to live
through for Paul. After Athens, Paul went to Corinth where he stayed 18 months to establish the
church there despite the opposition. Later Silas and Timothy caught up to him and Paul, Silas &
Timothy wrote these 2 letters to the Thessalonians. The first letter after they arrived and the 2^^
letter about a year later. So these letters were written in the early 50's. 1st and 2"^^ Thessalonians
are 2 of the earliest books written in the New Testament after James and probably Galatians.

PROPOSITION: Faith, hope & love are key virtues Jesus wants His followers & His local
churches to grow in.

I. Three virtues that last ^ j I Corinthians 13:13
With that background in mind, we^atlually going Lo-^^taiJJnlajlitteggsFptac^. READ I
Cor 13:13. God tells us these three virtues are very important for the Christian^ and they are
ones that will last. So what are they?

A. Faith Hebrews 11:1
"Now faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do
not see." (that's Hebrews 11:1) Faith is this confidence and assurance that something
is true when we cannot see ALL of its reality or it hasn't happened yet. Faith is not a
blind leap into the dark, but it is stepping out beyond what we see and experience
based on our confidence in the one making the truth claims or promise. Without faith
it is impossible to please God. The words "faith" and "believe" are the same in the
original Greek language. Our English language does not have a verb form of "faith",
so we use the word "believe" as the verb for faith.

B. Hope Romans 8:24
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Just like faith, HOPE is not a blind leap in the dark. Mere ̂ wishful thinking^ like, /
hope it doesn 7 rain tomorrow^ is not what the Bible means by "hope". Hope always
deals with something that hasn't happened yet. As Romans 8:24 says, "Hope that is
seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what they already have?" Hope is the earnest
anticipation that comes with believing something good is going to happen. Hope is a
peacefial assurance that something that hasn't happened will yet happen.

Faith and hope sound similar, so how are they different? Picture it this way: Let's say
your Dad tells you that you are going to Disney World on vacation. When you believe
you will actually go to Disney World, based on your father's word—^that is faith. At
the same time, you may feel this inner joy and excitement rising from the belief —that
is hope. A child's natural trust in their father's promise is the faith; the child's squeals
of delight and jumping in place are the expressions of the hope. So faith and hope are
complementary. Faith is grounded in the reality of the past (because your Dad has
been faithful in the past, you can trust him in the future) while hope is picturing the
reality of the future.

C. Love I Corinthians 13

The Bible has many passages on love, including a whole chapter here in first
Corinthians 13. At its core, I define love as seeking the best for another person for
the long run. 3 simple parts: (1) the focus is on someone else rather than yourself; (2)
you want what is good or beneficial for the other person, regardless of the cost to you;
and (3) your perspective is for the long run - it's not about what will make people feel
good right now, but what is best for the other person for the long run - especially for
eternity. At its core, Christian love, or agape love, it is an act of the will, not a feeling.
Christian love is closely related to faith and hope as it is hard to view the long run, or
keep loving over a long period of time, without faith and hope! Now you can TURN
to II Thessalonians 1:3.

11. The Beginnings of Paul's letters
I took this time to introduce you to these virtues of faith, hope, and love because they are
constantly repeated by the Apostle Paul - more than you realize. Somewhere afterlhe---^
beginning greeting, God inspires the writers to commend, praise, and extol^^Tiat that local
church is doing well in their task of discipleship and outreach. He does this by speaking
about faith, hope or love or a combination of those. Let's look at this in several of Paul's
letters starting here with II Thessalonians.

A. Faith and love II Thes 1:3; Ephesians 1:15
READ II Thessalonians 1:3. Notice how Paul speaks of their faith and their love, but
we don't see him complimenting about their hope. Turn back to Ephesians 1:15. In
this letter, Paul got excited about the incredible blessings that God has given to every
genuine Christian so we don't get to what the church is doing well at until v 15.
READ in Ephesians 1:15-16. The Ephesian church was also strong in faith and love.
Turn forward a half-dozen pages to Colossians chapter 1.
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B.Hope Colossians 1:5
READ Col 1:5. While the Apostle Paul speaks of faith and love, he states those are
coming from their hope. Hope is what the people in that church were really strong in.

C. None Galatians 1

Contrast to the book of Galatians where there is nothing positive said about the
church in the beginning of that letter. That immediately lets us know that the problems
this church was facing in terms of false beliefs were far more serious than we could
imagine. They were NOT growing spiritually because growing in at least one of the
faith, hope and love virtues is a sign we are actually growing spiritually.

D. Faith, hope, love I Thessalonians 1:2-3
Turn forward a couple pages to I Thessalonians 1. READ v 2-3. This church started
out strong in all 3 areas - that is unusual by the way and a good reason why Paul used
them as an example of what a growing Christian & church looks like to others.

E. The beginnings of Paul's letters often comment on the church's faith, hope and/or love
So, in the beginning of his letters, the apostle Paul often positively comments on that
church's faith, hope or love - or a combination of these. When you read or study one
of these letters, you want to specifically look for this. These continual references to
these three virtues are not some formula - but a picture of what God wants us to
cooperate with as growing believers in Jesus. God complements a church whether it
excels in only one or all three. So now let's see how this simple observation helps us
understand so much more of the beginning of the book of II Thessalonians. TURN

III. What this tells us about the Thessalonian Church family

A. They face many persecutions and trials II Thes 1:4b
READ V 3-4. This church started in opposition and persecution which has never
stopped. As V 4 ends, they continue to face "persecutions and trials". In simple
terms, their outward situation is really tough - and it hasn't gotten better. Yet despite
these on-going painful, frustrating and loss-producing trials, their faith and love is
growing! WOW! Their endurance is holding firm. The Thessalonians did not react to
discomfort the way many Christians do, by trying to run away from their
uncomfortable situations. Instead, they trusted God to empower them to bear up under
the pressure. They are overcomers. Clearly, we would be wrong to think that comfort,
ease or a lack of problems is necessary for us to have a strong faith, deeply care for
other believers or continuing on without gripping, complaining or quitting. This
context really challenges us today as we face problems in our own lives - whether
those problems are financial, health related, the death of a loved one, relationship
problems or worry inside. God's work in our lives doesn't slow down at these times -
it actually increases!

B. Faith is growing despite outward opposition II Thes 1:3a, 4a
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READ V 3a & 4a. Their faith is growing DESPITE outward opposition which is
meant to intimidate so people either hide their faith or give up on it. A growing faith
indicates a growing Christian and a good church. That is our challenge today as
Christianity has lost home field advantage in our culture. This is not surprising or
overwhelming to us in Vermont, because we lost that long ago. According to Virginia
Collin's father - back in 1938 there were only 2 pastors in the 50 towns around us that
believed in the total truthfulness and inerrancy of the Bible that we talked about last
week. There are more than 200 churches in those 50 towns yet only 2 held a high view
of scripture. Many, like the Old Brick Church, had actually closed during the Great
Religious Depression which preceded the Great Economic Depression. But praise
God, true Biblical faith continues to grow in our area. We have a number of Bible
believing churches just here in Barre City and Barre Town. What media & culture has
dismissed as "out of touch" is growing among rich & poor, educated & less educated,
men & women, young and old. Don't fear the opposition to faith around us. The more
they yell, the weaker their points. Jesus is on the move, just like He was in far worse
situations in the city of Thessalonica in Paul's day.

C. Love for one another is increasing as prayed for 11 Thes 1:3b; 1 Thes 3:12
READ V 3. Their love for each other was also growing - they weren't complaining
about other Christians during this time - "//only they acted different than we
wouldn V have so many problems^' - NO, they let stressful situations drive them to be
more compassionate to others. They didn't look at other Christians and think, "you
should be helping me." When we talk about love, it is easy to bring a selfish aspect
into it - what we think other people should be doing for us. Instead, feeling their own
need drove them to selflessly help others in the church. The essence of love isn't
"fb^sed on us, but others. So not only were the Thessalonians' relationships with God
developing, but so were their relationships with other people. Faith is the root; love is
the fruit.

But there is something more here. Turn back a page to I Thessalonians 3:12. READ.
In Paul's first letter, one of his key prayer requests was that their love for other
Christians in the church would grow. It is not that they weren't loving, Paul actually
complimented them for their love in the beginning of 1 Thessalonians. But Paul
wished they would do more. Rather than complaining or berating, Paul prayed to God.
And in the year between letters, it is clear God abundantly answered that prayer
despite continued problems from the outside. When we have a concern for someone or
some ministry or some aspect of the church - it is wise to bring that to God first. Pray
and give God some time to work. Be humble and don't think we always see things
right. Actually make sure you are doing what you are complaining others aren't doing.
Challenge any "self that may be arising. Paul prayed and God did far more than he
imagined and their love for one another grew in a most unlikely time. Go bacj^liThes

D. Hope has started to decrease with constant opposition 11 Thes 1:4;TThes 1:3b
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READ V 4. The virtue that is not mentioned in this complement section is hope. Hope
was one of the virtues mentioned in the previous letter. It was foundational for their
endurance. But the on-going trials^S'^^arted sapping their hope. Worry and
discouragement are probably also growing. They are enduring and remaining
faithful - praise God — but some of that excitement in God's promises is cooling.
Because fal^_exp^ations and fauJlyLthjnk-ing are real killers for hope, don't be
surprised if this letter talks about the future and encourages them to see their situation
in a different light. False expectations, like God should give us heaven on earth now
or everything should go good in our lives because we're Christians OR false thinking
like a good Father would give their children everything they want - these things may
seem to grow hope quickly - but they produce a weak, worthless hope since it is not
based on the solid foundation of the truth. While the truth initially seems to dampen
that faulty hope, it actually allows a real hope to d^Sop over time which won't be
easily shaken. Proverbs 21:30 is such a hope builder for me, "there is no wisdom, no
insight, no plan that can succeed against the Lord." AMEN!

Faith believes these long range truths & promises of God, but hope puts the spring
back in our lives. You can 'endure' with faith - but hope INSPIRES endurance -
hope fires us up. Take the Superbowl this year. For many New England Patriots fans,
hope took a real beating by the middle of the 3"^^ quarter. In fact ajijmber leR^arties,
turned off the TV or got ready for bed. Those who endured, saw some plays in the"?^'
quarter that started to fire up the hope again. So by the start of overtime, it was the
Atlanta Falcon faithful that had seen their hope really drop!

Many of us have seen loved ones die the last few years - grandparents, parents,
friends, brothers or sisters - people we were close to. Our faith confirms those who
followed Jesus and committed their life in faith to Him as Savior and Lord, are in
heaven. But our hope in God's promises pictures heaven in a really exciting way. It
sees the deceased as ones who are now overjoyed in the presence of Jesus and full of
joy!. While there is a sense of loss now, there is also a really strong sense death has
been overcome and those believers who have died are having the time of their life.

I say all this because I think we are more like the Thessalonians here than we think.
Hope is the weaker of these three virtues in many churches. Heaven isn't exciting us
as much. God's promises to be with us in trials doesn't warm our hearts - we just
want the trials to end. We have trouble thinking those who are radically against us will
actually repent & follow Jesus. It is not that we don't believe these things, but we
don't have mjjcb hope in these areas. God is givin'gljsTeasons to hope all around,
des^e'fhe fact our outward circumstances^^'^tting worse. Let's open our eyes to
these and let go of our faulty thinking & false expectations - that will strengthen or
unleash more hope in our lives.
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