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The Sermon: Rev. Carol Ruthven 

 
“Sing to the Lord a new song;….Sing to the Lord and bless his Name.” Psalm 96:1a-2a 

  
I find it fascinating that Paul’s First letter to the Thessalonians is considered to be the 

earliest written book of the New Testament. This letter was probably written by Paul in 50 A.D., 
which would have been only 17 years after the death and resurrection of Jesus. So it provides 
valuable insight into Paul’s teachings, his missionary work as an evangelist to the Gentiles, 
and the community of Christians in the early history of the Church.i Last week we learned 
about Paul writing from prison to encourage the Christians in the newly formed church 
community in Philippi. Paul was able to use his privilege as a Roman citizen to be released 
from prison and he continued his missionary work as an evangelist. He continued travelling 
west about 100 miles to Thessalonica, where he built up a small Christian community.  

 
Thessalonica was a thriving commercial center and port city in Macedonia, in what is 

now the north of modern-day Greece. It had a cosmopolitan population with diverse religious 
practices. There was a Jewish synagogue, where Paul had preached. There were Egyptian 
and Roman sanctuaries and people worshipped pagan idols, as well as the Roman Emperor.   

 
The Thessalonian Christians were Gentiles, who had converted to Christianity as a 

result of Paul’s teaching, preaching, and missionary work. The city was a cultic center and was 
loyal to the Roman Emperor. So it would have been a difficult time and place to be a Christian 
and they faced continuous threats of persecution by authorities of the powerful Roman 
Emperor. It was almost inevitable that there would be conflict between the Christians who 
glorified Christ and the secular Thessalonians who glorified the emperor. Paul’s preaching 
about a peace and security that would come with the second coming of Christ was markedly 
different that the false peace and security offered by the military might of the Roman Empire.  

 
Paul referred to God as “Father” and considered the Christians to be part of the family 

of God. The Roman Emperor saw his empire as one large family and considered himself as 
head of that family. Paul was teaching that Jesus and not the Roman Emperor would be the 
one to inaugurate a new age. We can understand why the Christians’ support for Jesus was 
seen by many as a direct threat to Roman authority and the Emperor’s reign.  
  

Paul probably wrote his letter from Corinth after he had received a report about the 
church in Thessalonica. In response, he wrote a letter of encouragement to the Christians and 
had a trusted friend and fellow missionary deliver it to them in Thessalonica. With great 
pastoral care, Paul assured them that they were continually in his prayers (1 Thess. 1:2). He 
expressed his admiration and respect for their faithful work in ministry, their labor of love, and 
their endurance inspired by hope in Jesus Christ (1 Thess. 1:3). Paul reminded them that they 
were beloved by God and chosen by God. He assured them of the power of the Gospel and 
the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit working in their lives. He offered his thanks to God for the 



faithfulness and fruitfulness of their labor. And he affirmed them for their “steadfastness of 
hope” (1 Thess. 1:3). He praised God for the wonderful example that they were to others. 
  

In some ways, their situation is somewhat like our own. In recent decades in 
America, churches have been declining, fewer people are attending church, and many 
people have no religious or faith affiliation at all. Membership in The Episcopal church is 
down 17.4% during the last 10 years.ii Although Christians do not face persecution in 
America, we certainly have challenging work as evangelists to bring others into the 
Christian faith. I think Paul’s encouragement to remain steadfast in hope is just as 
important for us today as it was for the Thessalonian Christians of the early Church. iii 
 
 I think each of us have experienced difficult times when we were discouraged and had 
lost hope. There are many people in our country, who are experiencing difficult times and are 
discouraged. They struggle to have a sense of hope about the future. How do we remain 
steadfast in hope and help others find reasons to hope? 
 
 Hope is more than wishful thinking; it is a lifeline that can keep us afloat when events 
around us appear confusing and frightening. Hope is what allows us to move forward, even 
one small step at a time, when we feel stuck and immobilized. And perhaps most importantly 
hope is the partner of faith and love.iv When you understand that you are loved by God and 
that you are a cherished member of a community of other Christians, who care deeply for you, 
you can have hope. When you understand that you are not alone, that God is always present 
with you and the Holy Spirit is working for good in your life, then you can have hope. When you 
understand that the situation you are currently in is not the end of the story, you can have 
hope.  
 
 I’ve always wondered how the persons that were enslaved for more than 300 hundred 
years in American history were able to maintain a strong Christian faith and have hope even in 
the midst of the most brutal and frightening living conditions in which their labor was exploited 
for other people’s profit. I think part of the answer is found in an exchange between Frederick 
Douglass and Sojourners Truth, who both dedicated their life’s work to protect enslaved 
persons and abolish slavery. In a meeting Frederick Douglass had talked at length about all of 
the evils of slavery. His speech was interrupted by Sojourner Truth, who shouted from the back 
of the room, “Do you think God is dead?” In other words, as long as God is alive there is 
always hope. No matter how difficult things may seem, we always have hope because God is 
alive and continues to work through the power of the Holy Spirit in our lives and in the world.  
 
 In thinking about the steadfast hope found in Christian faith, I was reminded this week of 
the wisdom of the famous medieval mystic writer, St. Teresa of Avila (1515-1582). She was 
from Avila, Spain, and became a Carmelite nun. She was an author, theologian, and reformer 
within the Catholic church. She had also suffered in many ways throughout her life and yet she 
remained deeply rooted in a life a prayer and in her Christian faith. She wrote this beautiful 
prayer:  

Let nothing upset you, 
Let nothing frighten you, 
Everything is changing; 



God alone is changeless. 
Patience attains the goal. 
Who has God lacks nothing; 
God alone fills all her needs.v 

  
Throughout history, Christians have faced difficult and trying circumstances. It is  

their faith that has enabled them to overcome difficulties and maintain what Paul 
described as steadfast hope. Our Christian hope is grounded in knowing that although 
everything is changing, God alone is changeless. Our circumstances today are not the 
end of the story in our own lives or in the life of our nation or world. If we remain patient, 
God’s plans for our lives and the unfolding of salvation history will be revealed.  
 

My brothers and sisters in Christ, may God himself, the God of peace, sanctify 
you. May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be always with you (1 Thess. 5:23, 28). 
Amen. 
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