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ABOUNDING IN LOVE, STRENGTHENED IN HOLINESS 

Some of us have been on the run.  For some that has involved travel to be with family or loved ones for 

Thanksgiving.  For some that has included trips to stores or searches for online shopping to try to get some good 

deals in order to whittle down the list of gifts that will be used for the celebration of the birth of the most famous 

poor child ever born.  If the focus on the giving of thanks that was there for us over the last few days did not get 

us to step off of the hamster wheel of life, I hope the beginning of the season of Advent will.  With the wheeling 

and dealing of Black Friday extended into other marketing campaigns, there is a Madison Avenue mindset that 

urges us to try to complete ourselves through more and more purchases.  I expect we may need to be intentional 

about not just refusing to buy more products, but refusing to buy into the idea that we as humans can be made 

complete through being the ultimate consumers.  If you and I can slow down a bit, today is a time when we can 

ponder moving toward completing ourselves in a different, more ultimate way, as we move from looking back in 

gratitude to looking forward in anticipation on this first Sunday of Advent.   

We hear in today’s second reading that the Apostle Paul is in a similar place where we might be.  Without the 

turkey dinner, he gives thanks, expressing his gratitude for those in the church in Thessalonica, whose 

faithfulness fills him with joy.  He then moves from remembering the past to anticipating the future with an 

understanding that the second coming or return of the Lord Jesus might be just around the corner.   

This book we call First Thessalonians may be the earliest of the New Testament books written, as it was likely 

penned even before any of the gospel accounts were.  There was an understanding in the early church that Jesus 

would soon return to complete the redemption that had begun with his initial ministry.  As Paul called upon 

Christians to consider their priorities as they faced such a prospect, there was no hint that they should be filled 

with fear about what that would mean.  Neither was there a call that they store up physical provisions for what 

might be difficulties that would come along with such a last chapter of history.  It was not a doomsday that was 

anticipated, but a new kind of dawn, when all the wars, the oppression, the brokenness, the exploitation, the 

emptiness that have made human life gloomy, would come to an end under the reign of our Lord Jesus.   

With the prospect that a grand conclusive transformation of some sort was approaching, there were a couple of 

areas of focus, places of preparation that Paul prescribed for them.  First, he said he longed to see them continue 

to increase and abound in love, not just for one another, but for all.  And secondly, he wanted them to have their 

hearts strengthened in holiness.  These two areas of personal transformation and growth were “within their reach, 

but beyond their grasp”. 1 To be growing in such ways would have them more prepared for Jesus’ return, 

whenever that would be.  Paul’s prescription got me to thinking about the relationship between love and holiness.   

We speak frequently of love around here, but less often about holiness.  I’ve noticed that a fair number of the 

praise songs that some Christians use in their worship describe God most often as being holy, but rarely do those 

songs define what that means.  Some would think of God’s holiness as being apart from all of the yuck and muck 

that is part and parcel of human life.  And yet, our Lord Jesus came into the midst of human physicality and 

brokenness and didn’t lose his holiness.  When he was met with crass indifference or a crucifying antipathy, he 

did not return such ill feelings.  Rather, Jesus was filled with such wholeness of God’s love for all, that he was 

constantly a thriving expression of the holy reality of God even in the most dire of situations.   



In order to see the needed transformation for our lives, we can look back at Jesus’ life or we can look forward to 

meeting him anew at the conclusion of life as we have known it.  Being aware of the prospect of such a 

conclusion, whether it comes to us individually through our deaths or comes to us collectively at some point in a 

final chapter of human history, can offer us a helpful perspective.  Oliver Sacks was a neurologist and an author 

who died in August.  He learned in January of this year that he had a terminal illness and so his last months of life 

gave him an opportunity to focus on what was most important to him.  He wrote down his thoughts and feelings 

in essays that have been published in a book entitled Gratitude, which was reviewed in the Post this week.  With 

all of his varied accomplishments in science and literature, what Sacks decided he was most thankful for was that 

he had loved and been loved. 2  

A part of the holiness to which we are called embraces our lives when we recognize that we have been and are 

being loved by the One who made us, redeems us, and sustains us.  And that holiness gets lived out when we 

share a love inspired by God.  Paul longs for his fellow Christians to increase and abound in love, as that is a part 

of becoming more holy, more godly.  The love that he describes is for the others within the church family and for 

all.  Holiness in part is an ability to love even those who have no love for us because love that abounds is a love 

that knows no bounds.  As we grow in following Jesus’ example, we don’t reflect the indifference or even 

antipathy that some might feel toward us.  We don’t have to treat them like they treat us because our lives are 

directed enough toward God that we can reflect love toward others that comes so abundantly to us from God.   

As we move into this season of Advent, let’s look for that which is within our reach but beyond our grasp, as we 

seek to increase and abound in love, not just for one another, but for all.  Let’s ask that God would strengthen our 

hearts in holiness with all that might mean for our relationships with God and with others.  I don’t think that kind 

of spiritual growth is likely to come through the shopping and the busyness that can accompany this season.  

Rather, it comes through the prospect of Christ’s coming, which ultimately is not just a coming into this world, 

but a coming into our lives.  Come, Lord Jesus!  Amen.      

 

1 
A phrase used by Abraham Joshua Heschel in his book, Man is Not Alone: A Philosophy of Religion, published by 

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1976. 

2 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/inspired-life/wp/2015/11/25/just-in-time-for-thanksgiving-three-thoughts-on-

gratitude-from-oliver-sacks/ 


