
1 Thessalonians 3: 9-13:   Abounding in Love 
 
As you have heard, we are now in the season of Advent – sometimes called 
the season of waiting. Most of us are very accustomed to waiting. Many 
times we wait with mixed feeling. Waiting for the results of our medical 
tests – hoping everything is within normal limits – but feeling some anxiety 
that there might be a concern. Waiting for the day of the job interview with 
excitement because the job for which we are interviewing sounds just right – 
but realizing there may be many more qualified applicants. Waiting for the 
plane to come in bringing our family who will be visiting us for a few days 
during the holiday time – knowing they will get in safely – yet feeling relief 
after the plane has landed. Our text today tells us of the apostle Paul’s 
waiting. He is waiting, hoping, and praying that the little group of Christians 
at Thessalonica are safe and still strong in their faith. At the same time, he is 
afraid, so afraid, that harm may have come to them. 
 
That church in Thessalonica consists of a small number of converts to 
Christianity. But it is surrounded by people who have not accepted the idea 
of one God. Paul came to Thessalonica after being jailed in Phillipi. He 
began to preach about the one true God and about Jesus, who was crucified 
and died for the sins of all that we might all have life. But the opposition 
became great. Thessalonica was built on a hill with the slopes of the city 
extending down to the port. From nearly any point in the old city, you could 
see Mount Olympus, the highest of the Greek mountains, towering over the 
horizon, across the sea. Mt. Olympus was the legendary home of the 
Olympian gods, particularly Zeus, who was considered the All-Father. Also 
images of roman power are everywhere, as evidenced by the adoption of 
Roma among the rest of Thessalonica’s deities. Nevertheless, this small 
group liked what Paul preached, and converted to Christianity, abandoning 
the Greek gods. You can imagine that most of the people around were 
dismayed. 
 
Another opposition is that the city held the emperor in high esteem and 
honored him in ways that had been reserved for the Olympian gods. From its 
coinage to its geographical situation, there were reminders of the divine 
everywhere. It is little wonder that Paul would praise these believers for 
turning away from idols to serve the living and true God (1 Thess. 1: 9). For 
the newly converted Thessalonians, the gathered community of disciples 
was their home, their family, and their support network. Relationships 
mattered more than ever, as they set about working out together what it 



meant to follow the teachings of the Lord Jesus, as they had understood 
them from Paul. 
 
However, as we know so well from history, the broader population is all too 
threatened when a small group begins to reconsider their allegiance to the 
ruling powers, and transfer their commitment over to a new lord, in this 
case, Jesus. Stability and the status quo are reassuring for most societies, 
even though inequality and injustice are usually the price that has to be paid. 
We have seen it many times over the centuries. In years past, there has been 
white opposition to black persons getting the right to vote; in current times, 
American opposition to some immigrants being allowed to enter our 
country.  
 
And so the uproar begins for Paul once more. The accusation is that Paul and 
all of those affiliated with him, have caused trouble in the city by teaching 
against the decrees of Caesar, and proclaiming another king, that being Jesus 
(Acts 17: 7). These are very serious for a provincial capital. Any who 
followed Paul’s teachings would not be immune from hardships. So Paul 
made a hasty departure after about three weeks in that city to save his life 
and to prevent harm to the small group of believers in Thessalonica. 
 
Paul wondered and worried about that beloved community of a few Jews 
and gentiles who were receptive to the message of a crucified and 
resurrected Jewish messiah (Acts17: 2-4). And by the way, women were 
actively among Paul’s beloved church. So Paul asked his trusted Timothy to 
go and check on the believers. 
 
Paul waits. I am certain that he waited hoping for good news, but fearing 
that harm may have come to the believers. He prayed holding on to his faith 
in a powerful God. And when Timothy returns, he does bring good news to 
Paul. Against all odds, the church had remained faithful. The believers had 
withstood the pressure put upon them by the city officials and others to 
forget all that Paul had told them about one God and a resurrected Messiah. 
 
And what does Paul do? He bursts out with joy and thanksgiving. He has 
worried about the little church since he fled. He has longed for them like a 
parent longs for a child (1 Thess. 2: 7-20). He has prayed for them night and 
day, day and night (1 Thess. 3: 10). He has wondered whether they were 
safe, or were they being persecuted, or if they were still meeting at all. 
 



Paul must have been convinced when he fled that the faith the believers had 
displayed was sincere, and that their faith would either carry them through, 
or be their public downfall. If he had had more time with them, maybe he 
could have helped them grow more in their faith, but his time in the city was 
short. Finally, with the return of Timothy, there is good news. God has 
protected the believers in Thessalonica. The God who raised Jesus from the 
dead has not left the Thessalonians. This God does not dwell in tall 
mountains far away; this God dwells among the faithful – with the 
Thessalonians and with us. 
 
Timothy’s report has really gladdened the heart of Paul. He says, “How can 
we thank God enough --.” He is really saying, I can’t thank God enough; it is 
similar to our expression, “How could I ever thank you?”   This good news 
has stimulated his desire to visit the church. The language in these verses is 
deeply personal as Paul’s focus intensifies. In fact, the language becomes 
very intense. “ Night and day we pray to see you face to face, and restore 
whatever is lacking in your faith.” Some people might say that Paul has 
become so personally involved with his flock that he has lost his objectivity 
– that he has crossed over a line where a pastor should stop. 
 
What do you think? Has Paul fallen off the deep end? You know what? I 
don’t think so. I don’t think that is what we are seeing here. I think Paul’s 
faith in God is so intense that he is just abounding in love for these believers 
in Thessalonica. And there is good reason to abound in love for them. They 
have turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God and to wait 
for God’s Son from the heavens, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus, who 
rescues us from death. And the people at that time thought Jesus’ return 
would be during their time. The Thessalonians have aligned themselves with 
a new Lord. Paul’s praise of God’s work is not mere rhetorical flourish. It is 
a reminder of the power of the living and true God. 
 
Paul calls for the faithful at Thessalonica to increase in abounding love for 
one another. He calls for them to let their love extend outside of their 
intimate community into the world around them. Paul believes this kind of 
active love will strength their hearts in holiness. The great author Victor 
Hugo wrote, “To love another person is to see the face of God.” The 
Reverend Janette Platter says, “”To love one another is an act of holiness 
and right living that draws us into a divine fellowship with the one whose 
image we bear.” 
 



What is the difference between abounding in love and expressing love? With 
the many crises happening around our world, many Christians have 
expressed their need to be selective about the love they extend to those 
around them. The reasons given are many and varied – financial 
uncertainties, outright fear, and others. It appears, however, that Paul is 
saying the opposite is true. He seems to believe there should be no limit to 
the love we share, and that the act of extending this Holy love is, in part, 
what helps it to abound and multiply within us and our communities. In her 
book, Rising Strong, Brene Brown writes, “When you practice empathy and 
compassion with someone, there is not less of these qualities to go around, 
there is more.” She continues, “Love is the last thing we need to ration in 
this world.” What is abounding love? Abounding in love is loving those you 
know and the people you don’t know, and it is wanting the best for all. 
 
In reality, of course, we are limited by various circumstances as to the ways 
in which we can demonstrate abounding love to those around us and others 
in the community. Availability of time, physical stamina, family 
responsibilities – these and other factors make a difference in what we can 
do and how much of it we can do. 
But one of Paul’s methods of expressing love for the believers at 
Thessalonica is available to all of us, and that is prayer. 
 
The story is told of a servant girl who joined a church. She was asked what 
Christian work she did. She replied that she had not had the opportunity to 
do much Christian work because her duties as a servant were so constant. 
Then she added, “When I go to bed I take the morning newspaper to bed 
with me. I read the notices of births, and I pray for all the little babies. And I 
read the notices of recent marriages, and I pray that those have been married 
may be happy. And I read the announcements of deaths, and I pray that the 
sorrowing families and friends may be comforted.” This young woman was 
abounding in love for people around her and people she didn’t know 
personally, and she realized a way to do something for people. She was so 
busy that she could not even look at the morning newspaper until bedtime, 
and imagine how tired she must have been by that hour. 
 
Praying is something we all can do. We can pray day and night, night and 
day. Now, if we can do more, God would love for us to do more. If we can’t 
do more, we can pray. Paul wanted to do more for his Christian friends. He 
wanted to return to Thessalonica, and again see those believers face to face. 
Meanwhile he prays day and night, night and day, abounding in love for 



them. In this Advent season of waiting – waiting for the Holiday parties – 
waiting for our loved ones to arrive safely for a visit – waiting for that 
wonderful Christmas Eve and the wonderful Christmas day – may we seek 
an opportunity to engage the world around us and each other in abounding 
love. 
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