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Living Expectantly: Encouraging One Another 

I Thessalonians 2:17-3:13    

 

 In the Philippines, deep in the dense rain forest, lives a primitive people, known as the Agta 

Negrito. They are hunters-gatherers who wear loinclothes and little else. Several years ago a 

missionary family who was working among them set up a croquet game in their front yard. Before long 

several of their Agta Negrito neighbors curiously gathered to watch them. Soon they wanted to play, 

too. 

 The missionaries explained the game and gave each of them a mallet and a ball. Halfway into 

the game, one of the natives’ croquet balls landed next to another’s. The missionary excitedly 

explained one of the more aggressive rules: You can put your foot on your ball and smack it hard with 

the mallet, causing your opponent’s ball to go flying far away. 

 The native understood what he was saying, but couldn’t comprehend why anyone would want 

to do it. He said, “Why would I want to knock his ball out of the court?” 

 The missionary replied, “So you will be the one to win!” 

 The native shook his head in bewilderment. You see, competition and winning is not important 

in hunting and gathering societies. People survive — not by competing — but by working together. 

 Something we as a society could learn from! 

 The game continued, but no one followed the missionaries’ advice. When the first player 

successfully got through all the wickets, he did not see himself as the victor. For him the game wasn’t 

over. He went back and gave aid and advice and encouragement to the others. Finally, when the last 

wicket was played, by the last player, they all shouted happily, “We won! We won!”   (Herbert G. Hand, 

“Imitating Jesus Series: I Want to be Like You!” Church of the Annunciation Web Site, September 29, 2002, 
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Churchoftheannunciation.com.) 

 Their goal was that all would succeed and they managed that by encouraging one another.  By 

going back and offering aid and advice and encouragement to the others.  Paul, Silvanus, & Timothy 

did the same thing.  When Paul formed the church in Thessalonica he taught the people to care for and 

love one another.  His desire was that they would live expectantly growing in their faith - imitating the 

Master and pleasing God in all they did.  But when he was forced to leave them and was separated 

from them for a length of time and it didn’t look like he was going to be able to return to them soon he 

became concerned about whether they had a faith strong enough to endure the persecutions that he 

knew they would experience.  The same persecutions that he was experiencing in Athens.  Because 

Paul and Silvanus were so concerned for the Thessalonians they sent Timothy back “to strengthen and 

encourage” them in their faith.   

 Timothy returned bringing “good news of their faith and love” and the fact that the 

Thessalonians were longing to see Paul and Silvanus as well.  This news encouraged Paul so much 

that he wrote this letter to them to encourage them and to offer advice and aid for their faith journey.  

The process of sending Timothy, his return and the subsequent letter became their means of 

encouraging one another in their faith.  In gratitude for what he had learned about their continued faith 

and witness Paul offered a prayer of thanks to God that summed up his hopes for them.   

 “May the Lord make you increase and abound in love  

 for one another and for all, just as we abound in love for you.   

 And may he so strengthen your hearts in holiness  

 that you may be blameless before our God and Father  

 at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints.”   

 Within this passage we witness the power and effect encouragement has not only on the 
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individuals involved but also on the community of faith.  When we encourage one another at least 

three things happen. First, the purpose of encouragement is to give another person support.  To 

strengthen them for whatever comes.  To help them to learn what they need to know to accomplish 

what they had sat out to do.  For Paul the goal was to support the new Christians in Thessalonica in 

their faith in the midst of a turbulent world.  To encourage them as they were learning to follow Christ 

and his teachings.  But in the process something else happened.  For when we encourage one another 

by offering aid and instruction that help others grow we discover that everyone involved is 

strengthened and supported and grow together.  Everyone wins!  Everyone learns.  Everyone grows.  

And everyone is supported.  Paul sent Timothy to the Thessalonians to encourage them and when 

Timothy reported back that they were being faithful that in turn encouraged Paul, Silvanus and 

Timothy. They were all strengthened and their faith deepened.   

 The second thing that happens when we encourage one another is that those who are 

encouraged gain confidence.  Their self-esteem is built up and they begin to discover their worth and 

abilities. School has just started and my guess is that all of us can remember a teacher who encouraged 

us in powerful ways.  They are often the teachers we remember and cherish for their encouragement 

made a difference in our lives. 

 Steven Morris was a special needs child in Mrs. Bernaducci's class. Steven was a thin 

African-American boy who was blind. His handicap negatively impacted his self-esteem and he was 

struggling in her classroom.  Over a period of time, Mrs. Bernaducci realized that although Steven was 

blind he had exceptional hearing.  She began to look for a way to encourage him to develop that skill 

and to understand it’s importance.   

 One day she put the class mascot, a mouse, into the trash can. The scratching noise created a 



 4 

minor panic until Steven located the mouse. Mrs. Bernaducci exclaimed: "Steven, you are truly a 

wonder." 

 The nickname caught on. The next year little Stevie Wonder, full of a sense of his own value, 

began playing the piano by ear and the rest is history. Stevie 'Wonder' went on to influence and change 

American music all because of Mrs. Bernaducci's faith and encouragement.  (Bread of Heaven, by Billy D. 

Strayhorn, retrieved from www.sermons.com/illustrations). 

 Friends, often all that we need is to be encouraged by another to begin to use our God given 

talents and to become who God wants us to be.  As Christians, as followers of Jesus Christ, we are 

called to encourage one another.  To share God’s love for each and every person and to look for each 

person’s gifts and skills and inherent worth as children of God. But it was not just that Mrs. Bernaducci 

encouraged Stevie Wonder to use his gift of hearing but it was that her encouragement - her 

affirmation of who he was as a human being - that made a difference.  Her encouragement gave him 

confidence to transform his life by trying new things.   

 We all know stories of people who have been destroyed by a hateful word - by bullying or 

slander or just a meaningless side comment that destroyed someone’s self-esteem.  Unfortunately that 

type of action is all too prevalent in our society today.  But friends, we as Christians are called to live 

differently.  To value each and every person.  To look for the good in every person.  To offer words 

of encouragement so each person can gain confidence in their own abilities and develop the skills 

needed to succeed in life.  For when that happens we all win for our society learns to value every 

individual and our goals become centered on everyone’s well being.   

 Andor Foldes, who died in 1992, was known by many as one of the greatest concert pianists in 

the world.  He made his debut at the age of eight with the Budapest Philharmonic Orchestra. He was a 

child prodigy - a genius - and everyone expected a great career from him at the piano. 

http://www.sermons.com/illustrations).


 5 

 But by the time he was sixteen, he was miserable. He was having problems with his teacher and 

was ready to quit. But then one day, another world famous pianist came to Budapest and asked young 

Foldes to play for him. He was Emil von Sauer, the last surviving pupil of the great composer, Franz 

Liszt. Foldes played for Emil von Sauer and when he was done, the old man rose and walked over to 

the piano. He leaned over and kissed Foldes on the forehead and then he said, "My son, when I was 

your age, I became a pupil of Franz Liszt. He kissed me on the forehead after my first lesson and said, 

'Take good care of this kiss - it comes from Beethoven, who gave it to me after hearing me play.' I have 

waited for years to pass on this heritage, but now I feel you deserve it." It was a kiss of praise, a kiss of 

encouragement, passed down from Beethoven to Liszt to Von Sauer and now it was given to Andor 

Foldes. It lifted the sixteen-year-old boy out of his doldrums and inspired him for the rest of his life to 

be the great pianist he turned out to be.  It gave him hope and faith in his abilities.  

 And my friends, that is the third thing that happens when we encourage one another  - we are 

filled with hope.  And that hope fuels our desire to grow and learn more.  And incidentally both 

parties - the one who encourages and the one who received the encouragement - are filled with hope.  

Foldes was filled with hope and encouraged to become a great pianist and Sauer was filled with hope 

and faith that the music would not stop when he died.  He had waited a long time to pass on that kiss. 

 Paul and Silvanus, stuck in Athens, were filled with hope by the report that Timothy brought 

back.  They were filled with hope that in spite of the struggles that the Thessalonians were on the path 

to faithfulness.  And no doubt the Thessalonians were encouraged by Paul’s concern for them and 

Timothy’s visit gave them hope that Paul would one day return to be with them.  He had not forgotten 

them and was in fact continuing to encourage them with this return letter. It gave them the strength and 

the confidence and the hope to live into God’s calling. This letter was Paul’s kiss to the community.  
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A kiss of encouragement punctuated by prayer to inspire them to encourage one another to build up the 

body of Christ.   

 May we too encourage one another as we seek to live faithfully and expectantly as Christ’s 

disciples.  And may we not wait a lifetime for one person to come along to encourage but may every 

day be a day when we gift someone with the kiss of encouragement.  It could change their life and 

ours.  


