C. 1st Sunday of Advent  #2                                                                        1Thes 3:12 – 4:2

Background

1Thes 3: 11-13 forms a transition from the first main division (2:1 – 3:10) of the letter, wherein Paul reestablished his friendly relationship with his converts. Vv. 4: 1-2 introduce the rest of the letter containing ethical exhortations.

The overriding perspective is the coming of the Lord (which he hopes will be quite soon). He both prays out loud to God and Christ and also exhorts the Thessalonians to behave in such a way now as to be found “holy” on that Day of Judgment.

Text

v. 12 and may the Lord: By “Lord” Paul means Jesus. In v. 11 he spoke of God as “Father” and Jesus as “Lord,” putting them on a par with one another. He does not have a full-blown theology of the Trinity, but he does have an experience of God as triune and this becomes clear in his expressions of that experience.

Make you increase and abound: Paul is praying in a way Jesus himself prayed, i.e. aloud, for the benefit and instruction of those listening (e.g. Jn12: 27-30). “Increase” and “abound” are synonyms used together to indicate that there really are no “bounds” to increasing in love. Therefore, no one should think he or she has arrived at the goal. Everyone is in need of growth in order to “remedy the deficiencies of your faith (v.10).”

In love: The Greek word used here is agape. It is one-way, non-affective, sacrificial, decisive, acting-in-the-best-interests-of, Good Samaritan, Good Shepherd, kind of love. Agape is a technical term by now for Christian love and is different from what most people would think of as “love,” i.e. as merely positive emotion.

For one another and for all: Some Christians think they are only supposed to “love” one another. Other Christians think they should “love” everyone in general, but no one in particular, especially their fellow Christians. Paul makes it clear that not only should our love be blanket (covering everyone), it should leave no blanks (omitting no one).

Just as we have for you: Paul uses his own example as a good example of what he means. If he were merely boasting the Thessalonians would certainly have seen through it. Undoubtedly, Paul could point to examples of people whom he “loved” who were not lovable or who did not “love” him in return. The congregation must have known whom and what he meant.

v. 13 so as to strengthen your hearts: Paul was always aware that it is the Lord who gets the credit for anything good that Christians do. “Hearts” means ‘inner self,” the center of intellectual and ethical conduct, wherein a person reaches the deepest convictions under the influence of God’s grace.

To be blameless in holiness: This is a very Jewish concept. “Holiness” was the central attribute

 of God. It meant he was incomparable, set apart from creation, totally other and different from anything else, unique. So, primarily, it described his “standing” or “outstanding.” However, God also “moved” or acted. Thus, he acted according to his character. He acted “in holiness” or with an ethical probity that was without flaw, “blameless.” In the OT the “movements” or actions of God are described as “holy.” In the NT they are described as “love,” since the holiness or uniqueness of God was no longer seen as aloof or distant, but as close, “near,” in and through Jesus. “Love” better captured the essence of God for Christians. Nonetheless, being “blameless in holiness” and “abounding in love” amounts to the same thing. One might best describe one’s “standing” before God at the Parousia, i.e. “blameless in holiness;” the other, “abounding in love” better describes one’s movements into God during one’s earthly progress. We also recall that in the OT “blameless” described an animal acceptable to be offered in sacrifice. In the NT it describes Christ as the acceptable sacrifice. Christians are to imitate Christ along those same lines. It is also used to refer to a quality of objects or persons “set aside” from ordinary (profane) use for the service of God. Christians, too, are to see themselves as “set apart” by Baptism for God’s service, rendering even their bodies as “holy” or “consecrated.”

At the coming of our Lord: Paul hoped and expected this coming of the Lord would be soon. In fact, it was, for him, as an individual. He would suffer martyrdom in the not too distant future. The general “coming” of the Lord is still happening. It is not yet final. Nonetheless, in fidelity to the Lord’s teaching, Paul exhorts all to be prepared by living a life of constant growth in love. 
With all his holy ones: This probably refers both to angels and to holy people who lived in the past.

v. 1 Finally, brothers: “Finally” introduces the last part of the letter that goes on for two chapters. No one ever accused Paul of being terse. He proceeds with various exhortations, fleshing out what he means by being “blameless in holiness.” “Brothers” includes “sisters.” There were many women converts and Paul is not excluding them. It is just that in Greek it was more polite and “correct” to include women in the comprehensive term. Singling them out by using “sisters” would not only be redundant but somewhat sexist. The Greek language, like other synthetic languages, does not consider grammatical “gender” to be “sexual.” The two overlap, but are not to be equated. In any event, “brothers” had a deeper meaning. If God was “father,” we are “brothers’ (and sisters) in the Lord, fellow family members. The converts to Christianity were a motley crew. They came from all walks of life and social strata. The term “brother” was a unifying term that helped them to figure out how they were now to relate and interrelate with people they would otherwise avoid or outright shun.

Do so even more: Paul is not speaking to people interested in converting, but to committed Christians. He is saying, “Keep doing what you’ve been doing, only better and more.” He is exhorting them to not rest on their laurels and be complacent, but to become more enthusiastic about growing in love and holiness by doing more and more loving and holy actions for more and more people, including non-Christians.

v. 2 for you know what instructions we gave you: The Thessalonians have all the knowledge they need. It is to no avail (a point he makes much more eloquently in 1Cor) unless they live it, carry it out, enflesh it in their living and loving.

Through the Lord Jesus: For Paul everything is either “in,” “with,” or “through” Jesus. “Through” means “by the agency of.” Anyone who tries to do “holiness’ or “love” on his or her own will fail. Christians must live their own lives and must do it themselves, but not by themselves

Reflection
Christians live in the meantime, in the in-between time, between time (and the first coming of Christ at Bethlehem) and eternity (and the final coming of Christ at the End of time). Indeed, it is possible to view the categories of time and eternity as diametrically opposed to each other, completely outside each other, opposites of each other. It is possible, but it would not be entirely correct.

Perhaps for an unbeliever, day an agnostic scientist, the difference between time and eternity could be seen as such that “ne’er the twain shall meet.” However, for the Christian the truth is that time and eternity actually come together and co-exist within the Christina experience as two different dimensions of the very same reality, like water and ice or ice and steam. Indeed, Christians experience themselves as living simultaneously (a “time” word, to be sure) within time and eternity.

The in-between time, the (earth) time between the first and the final coming of Christ, is really a zone created by the presence of the divine within the human, i.e. Christ in the world. When we enter into Christ and he into us we also enter his unique “time zone” wherein every experience has two dimensions. Now those two dimensions, much like the presence of God, are always there, but most folks are not aware of them or privy to their meaning. It is in this zone that Christ’s redemption continues to take place, where he continues to “redeem” time and everything and everyone within time. When the eternal, complete with eternal truth and value, touches time, complete with everyone and everything in time, it becomes holy again. That means it become God-friendly, God-like, God-approved again. Everything and everyone was originally created as God-friendly, but it has been contaminated by sin, something God will not touch. When his Son touches it through our touch it becomes once again a Godly thing or person. In the perspective of the Epistle to the Hebrews this would be seen as participating in the priesthood of Christ. Paul takes a less “liturgical” approach and speaks of it as being “acceptable as a sacrifice” by being “blameless in holiness.”

As we make our way through this world, as we live our daily lives, do our daily work, love our daily people in our lives, we are being the arms, legs, hands, heart, mind, eyes, ears, body, of Christ. He is continuing his work of re-sanctifying God’s creation by his loving touch, loving use, loving presence of and to all and everything he encounters through us, each individual Christina and our unique lives. Yes, God so loves his creation that he redeems it one touch, one person, one life at a time. We have been “touched” or re-touched or touched up by Christ and now we become the means through which Christ does the same to others. 

This is a different zone than either time or eternity alone. It is a mix of both. It is a zone of growth and progress. We grow and continue to grow in holiness, in both awareness of eternity and in living according to that awareness in time. It is neither a purely temporal zone (though it is temporary) nor a purely eternal one. That’s why we have to discipline our consciousness. We can fall out of this zone very easily. We can lose this dimension of awareness. In this zone we are empowered to see better and deeper, to grow faster and more gracefully, to love more completely and intensely, to experience joy even to the point of ecstasy. It’s a very special gift given us by Christ that enables us to taste, to foretaste, eternity here and now. In this zone of awareness words like “increase” and “abound, and “love” and “holiness” take on a more than quantitative meaning. They are qualities and dimensions of the zone of holiness in which we now abide. On that level of awareness they make sense. And so does the seemingly contradictory equation that we are both “already in eternity and have not yet arrived there” or are “already saved but not quite fully so.” In the in-between zone things make sense that otherwise would not or could not.

All of Paul’s exhortations to moral behavior are predicated upon this zone of awareness, not upon obedience to a law or subservience to a religious authority. Thus Paul’s fundamental principle of morality is: Become what you are. We need to be in the right time zone or frame of mind to understand what he means.

Key Notions

1. Love and holiness have the same meaning.

2. Christians are to be holy by redeeming the world, not by fleeing or shunning it.

3. The End of Time and/or the end of one’s time on earth provide the context for making moral decisions.

Food For Thought

1. God talk is odd talk: When we talk about our experience of God and experiences with God, in his presence, it seems odd to people outside the zone of faith. The language we use stretches the ordinary meaning of words, their time bound meaning, sometimes to the point of seeming distortion or even contradiction of their ordinary meaning. For example, we will speak of a “virginal conception.” To an outsider that is an oxymoron. Or we will say “Son of God” but really mean God. To an outsider that is a contradiction. Or we will say “One God but three persons.” The outsider may stop listening to us after a while because we a blowing his neurological circuits. Christianity has its jargon, its key concepts, its distinct ways of speaking and expressing meaning, just as does any other field of knowledge, like medicine, science, law, jurisprudence, etc. We can be like the expert or technician in any field who uses such technical language to explain relatively simple phenomena that he/she fails to communicate. While we cannot get away from technical terms (after all, we are speaking about a level of awareness beyond most people’s ordinary experience) we still need to make every effort to express ourselves and explain ourselves in language most likely to be understood by the “non-expert.” That is our mission.

2. The language of example:  The best language, language anyone can comprehend, is the language of good example. The way we express our beliefs in the way we live them is the best and most understandable way to communicate to others that we are living on a different level than the merely earthly. We need not strive for the perfect grammar, the perfect vocabulary or the perfect syntax in order to connect with people. All that is important, but it is no substitute for behavior that expresses our living union and communion with a level of reality that will never end and never fail to completely and perfectly satisfy every human need. It is behavior that attracts people who are interested in changing their own behavior, not perfect diction or grammar. We should not disregard or disrespect proper religious language. It is an important aid to both understanding and to growing in awareness of the meaning of God’s presence in and among us. However, it is no match for behavior. Thus, Christians who are not educated in or expert in the grammar of God talk should not think that the responsibility to complete Christ’s redemption is left to those who can God speak. Behavior, holy and blameless conduct, speaks of God and for God more powerfully than words alone. True, we all need instruction. It is also true that knowledge alone is not enough to make the living God’s presence felt. It requires love. The earth has plenty of knowledge. It is love that is lacking. In so far as the earth lacks love or a person lacks love, they lack God. Christ came once and will come back again in order to flood the earth with divine love. In the End it will be clear who floated in that love and who drowned under the weight of their refusal to accept divine grace as grace. Christians who are examples of love challenge and invite the loveless, the unlovely, the unloving and the unlovable to get into the only boat that floats in a sea of love, the Galilean fisherman’s boat that catches not fish but men.
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