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 We have seen Advent hope is a great hope based on the greatness and 
majesty of  the living God. When the Almighty God created heaven and 
earth, He uttered, ‘Let there be light.’ We can therefore say quite thankfully, 
humankind was created not only by God’s love but in hope as well. 
Although ever since Adam and Eve sinned, the world has lost the divine 
light shining and sustaining it; nevertheless God has never stopped loving 
the world. Throughout history God used varied ways to encourage 
humankind to look forward to the day in which the world will be renewed. 
The Day of  the Lord of  the Old Testament has become the Day of  the Lord 
Jesus Christ in the New Testament. In short, as God’s supreme creature, we 
must be living in hope. We aren’t satisfied with the present; we expect the 
future will be glorious when our Lord Jesus Christ returns.  
 
 If  we are not content with the present and look forward to live in the 
future, we may face a very difficult question: How do we behave in the 
present living? If  we are not day-dreaming how do we live by connecting the 
present to the future? People without hope naturally laugh at us. They have 
a different philosophy: let us enjoy today for tomorrow we die. Or as the 
Chinese idiom says, ‘Let us get drunk today, tomorrow will worry itself.’ 
How should we reply to their way of  living? Should we simply go merrily 
along with them but secretly hold on to a slim hope that Jesus may return? I 
wager that is what most Christians do unconsciously. In a nutshell, how do 
we live while awaiting the Lord Jesus’ coming?  
 
 Today’s Epistle reading, Paul’s words to the church at Thessalonica 
provide the best guide to Christian living while awaiting the Lord’s return. 
This is a very compact passage but it tells us a great deal how the Advent 
hope is a present reality. Before we come to it let me provide you a personal 
note how I was taught to behave by my puritan pastor in the late 60’s. At 
that time, wearing a pair of  jean in church was regarded as an impropriety. 
We weren’t allowed to dance or even to watch a movie. The pastor simply 
put forward this argument: ‘What happens if  the Lord returns and finds you 
wearing a pair of  jeans, or dancing or inside a cinema?’ Of course, being just 
youth we dared not challenge the pastor’s authority. But now looking back, I 
believe he was wrong, not just what he said, but what he had not taught us. 
He should have taught us what the Bible says about Jesus’ return and how 
we should live while awaiting His coming. The Bible never says you can’t 
wear jeans, or dance or watch movies. So I decided not to make the same 
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mistake as my former pastor had done. I determined to teach nothing but 
what the Bible teaches. So let us come to 1 Thessalonians 5.16-24.  
 
 How do we live while awaiting the Lord’s return? Apart from v.23 which 
is a benediction for those waiting the Lord’s return, the remaining eight 
verses are a fascinating way of  showing how one lives in the present. There 
is no argument, no discourse, only one explanatory phrase; but then it 
contains eight commands and a concluding promise.  
 
 Now on surface one may object. One may argue that Christians are no 
longer living under the law, but here Paul gives a new set of  rules which 
would simply replace the commands of  the law. Paul, in other letters, clearly 
indicates that there are rules of  behaviour written in the heart through the 
mighty work of  the Spirit. However, one cannot achieve the fulfilment of 
rules overnight. Perhaps, let me use an analogy to illustrate the point. If  you 
want to learn to speak another language, there is indeed grammar to be 
learned and grasped (such as 8 parts of  speech in English), so much so that 
if  you want to speak as fluently as the native, you must not be consciously 
governed by the rules of  grammar. When the natives speak they are not 
conscious of  whether they follow the grammar or not. Therefore to speak 
another language fluently, it takes time to digest the grammar so that it 
becomes part of  you. Likewise, in order to live in the Advent hope at present 
time, God’s Spirit brings us to fluency in the new language of  behaviour as 
expounded by Paul here in 1 Thessalonians 5.16-24. 
 
 So the rules help us to live in the great Advent hope. If  ever you want to 
have a teaching on Christian behaviour, this is it. First, celebration: ‘Rejoice 
always.’ But one may retort: why rejoice? For what? The world is presently 
facing a pandemic, how can you rejoice always? Notice it is in present tense. 
Our present rejoices is rooted in what has already been achieved in Christ, 
and what is thereby guaranteed. Remember Jesus’ promise: Lo! I’m always 
with you till the close of  the age.’ A Christian without rejoicing is by definition 
no Christian.  
 
 Second, never stop praying. You may at once reply. Easier said than 
done. I agree. We are too busy in life. If  we forget praying then it is a good 
indication we are no longer anticipating here and now the life of  heaven, the 
Advent hope in the present.  
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 Gratitude in all circumstances: if  anyone should say this, it shouldn’t be 
Paul at all. Paul had more trials and sufferings than most. But when we 
encounter trouble we back off. Gratitude, however, is a key sign of  living in 
the present in the light of  the promised future. We thank God for everything 
because everything has the purpose of  pointing to the glorious future.  
 
 So these three commands, like the opening clauses of  the Lord’s Prayer, 
are all about looking to God and God’s future. 
 
 We then have two commands to be open to the guidance of  the Holy 
Spirit: don’t quench the Spirit, don’t despise prophesying. Why do we need 
that? Because God is continuously doing new things to remind us we must 
live as future-oriented people. And how do we know God is doing new 
things in our midst? Through the work of  the Spirit and prophesying. The 
Chinese always have reputed Confucius scholars in every generation but no 
prophets because they can’t offer any new teaching on what Confucius had 
taught. Not so with Christianity.   
  
 Finally, we have three commands for serious moral decisions. Test 
everything, hold fast to what is good (in other words, if  you don’t it’ll slip 
out of  your finger), and back off  from everything that even looks evil. Our 
moral behaviour has teleological purpose: there will be God’s future 
judgment and humankind will be judged according to behaviour. Again 
there are echoes of  the Lord’s Prayer. 
 
 Lastly, we have the promise: He who calls you is faithful, and will 
accomplish it. It reminds us that our Advent hope behaviour, just like in 
learning to speak another language, we may from time to time make 
mistakes, forget the rules; but despite all our failures, God still keeps His 
promises. How do we know? The Gospel story tells us in Jesus the living 
God has put into effect His faithfulness to the entire creation, to Israel, and 
to each member of  the human race. Therefore we do not doubt that the 
living God will keep His promise. We will be allowed to see Jesus face to 
face as long as our behaviour conforms to the Advent hope. Secular people 
say: let us enjoy today, for tomorrow we die. Christians say: let us rejoice 
always, for tomorrow we live.   
 


