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… encourage one another and build up each other 

 

Judges 4:1–7 

Psalm 123 

1 Thessalonians 5:1–11 

Matthew 25:14–30 

 

Text: 1 Thessalonians 5:9-11 

For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 

who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep we may live with him.  Therefore 

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

 

Introduction 

“Willpower is not enough,” writes columnist Conan Miller, “we need clarity and strong sense of 

purpose to see us through.”  It was an article about the challenge humans face in achieving their 

goals and objectives.  “It’s easy to imagine a goal,” said one consultant, “but we need to consider 

why we are making the goal if we can ever hope to see it through.” According to organizational 

psychologist Benjamin Hardy, people “guided by a clear purpose can see the big picture.  For 

them, failures are just a bump in the road.”  For me, the niggling question the article left 

unaddressed was, ‘will any purpose do as long as I see it clearly?’  

 

1. What will see you through?  When we think about getting to the other side of dealing with this 

pandemic, for example, what keeps you going?  There is little question that things will be much 

different than they were before the pandemic; will the ‘clear purposes’ people held on to in our 

pre-pandemic world suffice post-pandemic?  

 

When the Apostle Paul came to the city of Thessalonica, probably early in AD 50, it was the 

capital of Macedonia situated on an important trade route that connected the Balkans to Asia 

Minor.  It was a thriving and important city in the Roman world.  According to Luke, Paul spent 

three weeks proclaiming Jesus as Messiah in the Jewish synagogue with the result that some 

Jews, gentile God-fearers, and prominent women joined Paul in forming the Thessalonian 

church.   

 

It wasn’t long before they experienced opposition.  A mob formed and dragged some of the 

believers before the city authorities accusing them of “acting contrary to the decrees of the 

emperor, saying that there is another king named Jesus.”  (Acts 17:7) You can imagine that life 

just became more difficult for these believers; invitations to the neighbourhood barbeques likely 

dried up; the joy they found in knowing Jesus Christ was now regarded with suspicion by those 

around them—no doubt experiencing isolation.  What would keep them going, see them 

through? 

 

To these Christians, living with the societal label of seditious and trouble-maker—the ‘times and 

seasons’ they lived in—Paul writes, “For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining 

salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep 

we may live with him.  Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you 

are doing.” 

https://www.theepochtimes.com/willpower-is-not-enough_2577185.html
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Paul points them, not so much to a clarity of purpose, but to the certainty of the destiny God has 

appointed for the believer through our Lord Jesus Christ.  For the believer, what keeps you going 

is a person not so much a purpose.  To be sure, we grow in our clarity of the person of Jesus.  

Paul’s prayer for the church was that “they may have the power to comprehend, with all the 

saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that 

surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.” (Ephesians 3:18-

19). Yes, as our clarity regarding our Lord’s love increases; as our comprehension of his love 

grows through exploring his love from different angles of vision; we are blessed.  But what holds 

us isn’t the relative strength of our clarity or comprehension; what holds us is the One who gave 

his life for us and thus secures our destiny.   

 

For the believer, the question isn’t what gets you through but who gets you through.  Faith, 

biblically speaking, is relationship with God.  And in this relationship, all those purposes of life’s 

important things are ordered and blessed.  The family, for example, is a penultimate good God 

has given us.  And the purpose of caring for family is consistent with this good God has given.  

But family isn’t ultimate.  Our Lord and his kingdom are ultimate, and the response of the 

believer is to organize family life accordingly.  When parents bring their children for baptism, I 

point out that the best thing parents can do to promote their child to have faith in Jesus is to grow 

in their own faith relationship with him. 

 

“Therefore,” writes Paul, in light of this destiny secured in Jesus Christ, “encourage one another 

and build each other up.”  Paul has faith in view when he talks of encouraging one another and 

building each other up.  And, of course, encouraging one another and building up each other in 

faith spills over into encouragement and strengthening one another in other areas of life as well.  

If the love of Christ calls you to be engaged in promoting faith in one another we are, of course, 

concerned about the physical well being of one another.  Loving God first never diminishes other 

love, but is, in fact, the very impetus and controlling paradigm for loving the neighbour. 

 

Putting our Lord first in our lives does not diminish the importance of other goods; in fact it 

blesses them.  In a 2020 speech at a prayer breakfast, the Catholic Archbishop Charles Chaput 

said, “We serve that nation—our nation, our homeland—best when we serve God first.  And we 

serve God best by living our faith with the kind of passion and joy that touches the hearts of 

others, and through them, reshapes the world.” 

 

2. As you imagine the challenges of life for these Christians to whom Paul writes his 

Thessalonian letter; as you think about the unpleasantness and dangers of fluctuating periods of 

persecution; it is easy to understand that the idea that “the day of the Lord” was just on the 

horizon was treasured by them.  One could hardly blame them for seeing our Lord’s return as the 

longed-for relief from these troubles.  The prayer found at the end of the book of Revelation—

Even so, come quickly, Lord Jesus—must have been theirs too. 

 

Christians throughout the ages have shared the longing of these Thessalonian believers.  Maybe 

you have also prayed, on occasion, ‘Lord, now would be a good time to come and wrap things 

up.’  Rabbi Jonathan Sacks was, for a number of years, the Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew 

Congregations of the Commonwealth.  In a 2013 lecture Sacks made this observation: “What has 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/2014/01/on-creative-minorities?utm_source=First+Things+New+Master+List&utm_campaign=f428246e3a-Two_Essays_Mother_Teresa_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_1fcb60f68e-f428246e3a-180900669
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come to be called the Judeo-Christian ethic is under sustained assault from two quite different 

directions: from those who would eliminate religion altogether, and from those who seek to 

create a universal theocratic state that is neither Christian nor Jewish.” 

 

Sacks went on to identify phenomena that cry out for attention.  “First is the religious equivalent 

of ethnic cleansing currently being carried out against Christians throughout much of the Middle 

East and parts of Africa.  I think of the Christians who have fled Syria, and of the eight million 

Copts in Egypt who live in fear; of the destruction of the last church in Afghanistan and of the 

million Christians who have left Iraq since the 1990s.  Until recently, Christians represented 20 

percent of the population of the Middle East; today, 4 percent.  This is one of the great crimes of 

our time, but it has gone almost unreported and unprotested.” 

 

You can imagine the Christians thus impacted in our world today hoping as these Thessalonian 

Christians; “Lord, now would be a good time.”  And still we are waiting this final 

consummation.  This waiting is the subject of Paul’s address to this church; Paul outlines how to 

live as the Lord’s people during this wait.  “Therefore encourage one another and build up each 

other, as indeed you are doing.”  The waiting or delay is also the subject of our Lord’s parable of 

the talents. 

 

In Matthew’s gospel this parable is a continuation of our Lord’s teaching on the kingdom of 

heaven.  “For it is as if a man, going on a journey, summoned his slaves and entrusted his 

property to them.”  The theme of the parable is a master going away from home who sets tasks 

for his slaves and is expected back later.  The parable describes how each slave respond to this 

trust while the master was away.  First century Christians would understand that Jesus is depicted 

by the master in this parable. 

 

It is my conviction that the distinction between the first two slaves and the third is in how they 

regard the master.  In Jesus’ parable the fact that the slaves were summoned to be trusted with 

the finances stood out as unusual; typically, such people would make other arrangements for 

their finances.  The first slave was given five talents—in those days you could, with that amount 

of money, hire 100 day-labourers for a year.  It gives you a vision for potential size of the 

commercial opportunity trusted to each slave.   Each was given according to their abilities.  The 

first two are very happy to take this on. 

 

I think the third slave demonstrated disdain for the master.  First, he buried the talent—he wants 

nothing to do with it.  And then when he gives it back, he says, “Here, you have what is yours.”  

The third slave explains his actions by saying that he was afraid because he knew the master was 

harsh.  Now his assessment of the master is neither refuted nor confirmed.  All the master said 

was, if that is what you truly thought then you would at least have put the money out to the 

bankers and collected interest.  In other words, the slave’s actions do not match his story; his 

heart is exposed.  I think his story is a cover for his disdain of the master. 

 

Some may feel that the master is harsh when he says, “but from those who have nothing, even 

what they have will be taken away.”  Perhaps you could hear this saying as expressing an idea 

similar to the modern saying, “if you don’t use it, you lose it.”  And of course, the positive side 

is, ‘for to all those who have, more will be given.’  
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The part of the parable that makes us really nervous is “the outer darkness, where there will be 

weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  Jesus gives warnings like this on many occasions asserting that 

existence apart from God is an exceedingly unhappy thing.  It behooves us to take him seriously.  

The question to ask is, how did the Apostles’ understand the import of this parable.  What did 

they think it looked like to be like the first two slaves; what did they understand as the 

appropriate response for believers during this time of delay?  I believe that you have an example 

in this fifth chapter of Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians.  Therefore encourage one another and 

build up each other, as indeed you are doing.  This is the work of the kingdom. 

 

You will notice that Paul assumes the believer is part of a believing community.  Elsewhere Paul 

says the believer is part of the body of Christ; the implication being Jesus can be loved only as 

his body is cherished.  As head of the church, Jesus is not a severed head.  On this matter we 

should review some scriptural truths that we are prone to forget.  We should recall that God wills 

a people for himself, a people.  To come to faith in Jesus Christ and to be added to the people of 

God, to the body of Christ, are two inseparable aspects of a single event.  We should recall that 

innermost private faith in Jesus Christ and outermost public confession of him are always fused 

in scripture.  Where there is no public confession (one dimension of which is public worship) 

there simply is no faith.  We should recall that however weighty an individual’s gift or talent is, 

it’s useless unless it’s added to the talents of others in the congregation.  A solitary piccolo 

player sitting by himself on a darkened stage in an unheated Roy Thomson Hall is useless. 

 

3. As Paul unpacks a vision for living as Christians during this time of waiting for our Lord’s 

return he wrote “put on the breastplate of faith and love, and for a helmet the hope of salvation.”  

Paul is drawing on the image of a soldier’s protective armour; the breastplate protected the heart 

and the helmet the head.  I want to draw your attention to the trinity of Christians commitments 

or graces that protect the believer—faith, love, and hope,  These are the things we are to 

encourage in one another; the things we build in each other. 

 

We see this trinity of graces elsewhere in Paul’s writings.  In the opening part of this 

Thessalonian letter the Apostle said  he mentioned the Thessalonian believers in prayer 

“remembering before our God and Father your work of faith and labour of love and steadfastness 

of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.  Note that these have to do with our relationship with Jesus.  

Paul writes something similar in his Colossians letter giving thanks to God for them “for we have 

heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the saints, because of the 

hope laid up for you in heaven. 

 

And there is that famous reference in Paul’s Corinthian letter.  “And now faith, hope, and love 

abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.”  I began this message with the question, 

what will see you through?  Underline the word ‘abide’ in this text from Corinthians.  The word 

means continue, endure, remain.  These—faith, hope, and love—endure or abide because Jesus 

Christ is eternal.  To be engaged in these is life in the kingdom of which there is no end.  The 

seasons of our world in which we live ever ebb and flow; to cling to Jesus Christ is hold on to the 

eternal.   

 

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


