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“Living the Dream” 

Introduction: Imagine that you walk into work tomorrow (Tuesday!), and your boss comes up 
to you and says, “We’d like to offer you a promotion! You’ve been doing a great job, and we 
think you’re well qualified. What’s more, it will keep you advancing along your career path 
with our company. The new position also comes with a significant pay increase, but just so 
you know, it also comes with a great deal more responsibility which will require several more 
hours in the office each week as well as regular travel.” So, how do you respond? What 
criteria will you use to discern whether you should take this new job or not? Well, maybe the 
best place to begin is to ask, “What am I longing for? Where do I want this journey called life 
to take me?”  

I. Longings and Dreams 

 A. Many in our country are motivated by what has been dubbed the American Dream. 
In this dream, we hope to go to the right schools, get a good job, marry a wonderful person, 
own our own home, drive a classy car, have beautiful and successful children, and become an 
independent and self-made person such that we can take care of our family, maintain a 
comfortable lifestyle, and have plenty left over for retirement. If that is the way we envision 
our life story, then we’ll probably take that new job offer, for the story that motivates us is 
one that sees us move up in wealth and status and financial security. Whether we’re moving 
forward or falling behind ultimately depends upon our financial progress. 

 B. But what if we decided to live by a different kind of story? What if we sought to live 
not the American Dream but the Kingdom of God Dream? What if we viewed the trajectory of 
our life not as a story that is measured by having a house, a car, a good job, and enough 
money for retirement, a story that is considered a success only if we make progress 
financially, but a story where we chart our progress through life in terms of holiness, our 
growth in character, a story that is considered to be a success the more we progress to 
become more like Jesus? Now, you could certainly take that new job and still become more 
like Jesus and be used by God in wonderful ways. One doesn’t preclude the other. But we 
would do well to ponder what motivates us most. Is it the renovation of our hearts or of our 
houses? Is it growth in our character or in our bank accounts?  

 C. Character formation, the renovation of our heart, is certainly what motivated the 
apostle Paul. It’s also what had motivated him to write this letter to the church in 
Thessalonica that we have been reading together over the past few months. As Paul puts it in 
3:10, where we ended a couple of weeks ago: “Night and day we pray most earnestly that we 
may see you again and supply what is lacking in your faith.”  Paul’s concern was not that 
there were certain doctrines that the Thessalonians had yet to believe but that there were 
certain issues he hadn’t yet had a chance to instruct them on, issues that pertained to their 
faithfulness, their holiness, their sanctification, the continuing formation of their hearts (the 
“control room” of our lives) to become more and more like the heart of Jesus.  Paul gets to 
some of those issues in chapters 4-5. What I’d like us to notice this morning is how he 
surrounds, or bookends, those issues with prayer. What can we learn from his prayer(s) about 
the process of living the dream, the kingdom dream, the journey of the renovation of our 
hearts and the formation of our character to become more and more like that of Jesus?  

II. The Enabling Grace of God 
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 A. To begin with, Paul’s prayers are infused with a plea for God’s enabling grace. 
You’ve no doubt heard the hymn that begins, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that 
saved a wretch like me. I once was lost but now I’m found, was blind but now I see.” That’s a 
wonderful statement of how God’s undeserved favor—his grace—meets us when we are 
spiritual orphans, when our relationship with our heavenly Father has been cut off because of 
our sinfulness. In God’s amazing grace, he restores this relationship through the gracious 
payment of the penalty for our sin by Jesus on the cross.  In a process likened to adoption by 
the writers of the NT, as we accept that gift of forgiveness, we are no longer orphans but 
welcomed as children, with full inheritance rights, into the family of God. As many in 
Thessalonica came to experience as they turned from a life of idolatry to trusting in the living 
God, they had actually been loved by the Father they had always longed for but never knew 
they had.  

 B. But then what? What are we to do with this new status as a child of God? Well, 
doing nothing is certainly an option, but not a very good one!  

Illustration: It’s like this little tag I have for entrance into the Bennett Center, the athletic 
facility at Gordon College. I pay an annual fee for it and when I go Bennett, I simply waive it 
in front of a little electronic reader, it beeps, and I can go in. But then what? If I simply get a 
can of Coke and a bag of chips out of the vending machine and sit down on the couch to 
watch people swim, I might have a lovely time for myself but I wouldn’t be living out the 
purpose of my membership, to work out my body and become more physically fit.    

So imagine that this little tag represents what Jesus did on the cross for us. Not only does it 
get me in to the family of God, but he actually paid the fee, and simply because he loves me; 
I did nothing to earn or deserve it. But once I’ve become a part of the family, Jesus calls me 
to grow up and to take on the family likeness, becoming more and more like him. Importantly, 
he doesn’t just exhort us to do so alone. Instead, he meets us at the door of the gym or the 
pool with the personal spiritual trainer who is the Holy Spirit. The Spirit comes alongside of us 
and, as we keep in step with him, to use an image from Paul’s letter to the Galatians, this 
personal trainer helps us to grow in the character of Jesus: in love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness, and self-control (Gal. 5).  

 C. Paul describes this process in different ways throughout his letters. One of my 
favorites, given the images we’ve been using, comes from Philippians where Paus says: 
“Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you 
to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose” (Phil. 2:12-13). The point is that after 
God’s amazing grace brings us into his family, God’s enabling grace helps us to grow up as a 
flourishing member of this family. We see this in both of the brief but powerful prayers that 
Paul prays for the Thessalonians (3:11-13; 5:23-24). In each petition, God is the subject of the 
action as Paul prays that these people would continue to grow up in their new relationship 
with Jesus, through God’s loving initiative (God’s enabling grace): “May God clear the 
way . . .” “May the Lord make your love increase . . .” “May [Jesus] strengthen your hearts . . 
.” “May God himself sanctify you through and through . . .” “The one who calls you is faithful, 
and he will do it.” [cf. Phil 1:6] 

The point is that God takes the initiative in our justification (amazing grace that brings us 
into his family), and then also in our sanctification (enabling grace that helps us to grow as 
members of his family). 

III. A Love that Overflows 
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 A. Now, notice where this dream gets worked out and lived out. It gets worked out in 
Christian community, and then is lived out in the world: “May the Lord make your love 
increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else . . .” Perhaps the biblical truth 
that has the most profound implication for our spiritual formation, our progressing in holiness, 
comes right at the beginning: “It is not good for the man to be alone” (Ge. 2:18). When that 
divine observation was made, sin had not yet tainted God’s creation or Adam’s life. But it was 
not good enough for Adam to live alone in joyful communion with God; the man needed 
someone else. We have been created in the image of a relational God, one who exists as 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and so we need to be in intentional relationship with other Jesus 
followers in order to fully become all that God desires us to be.  

 B. When you think about it, the fruit of the Spirit, which so wonderfully mirrors the 
life of Jesus and the renovation of our hearts that God desires to work within us, requires 
relationship to happen. You just can’t learn to love, or be patient, or exhibit gentleness or 
self-control by yourself! We need companions, soul friends, on the journey to help us, people 
with whom we can be real and honest, and who are real and honest with us, people who put 
“flesh” on Jesus for us and help us to see Jesus in others, people who will say both affirming 
and hard things to us, for our own good and growth, people who will help us make progress in 
faith, love, hope, and holiness. 

Illustration: In many ways, baptism of an infant is a wonderful picture of all this. As we lay 
there, we can do nothing but receive the amazing love of God that comes to us through Jesus 
Christ. We do nothing to earn it. Then, at some point, we’ll need to personally accept the 
incredible gift of what Jesus has done for us. And then we’ll need to begin to grow up in our 
salvation, taking on more and more of the family likeness, participating in the mission of God 
and progressing in holiness as we live out the dream of the kingdom of God. The promises of 
parents and congregation speak to our need for one another for this.  

 C. But it doesn’t end there for, as we begin to become not only holy people, but a holy 
community—a church—that overflows with love, such love is to overflow not only to each 
other, but to “everyone else,” that is, for those outside of our community. It includes even 
those, as would have been the case in Thessalonica, who are hostile in some way toward us 
for the faith that we profess.   

The Book of Common Prayer has a wonderful petition in this regard: “Bless all whose lives are 
closely linked with ours [family, friend, or foe!], and grant that we may serve Christ in them, 
and love one another as he loves us.”  

In his bestselling book, The Road to Character, author David Brooks begins by talking about 
the difference between resume virtues and eulogy virtues. Resume virtues are those you list 
on your resume. They are the skills you bring to the job market and contribute to your 
external success. Eulogy virtues are deeper. They’re the character traits that get talked about 
at your funeral, the ones that exist at the core of your being. Brooks observes that we have a 
sense that the internal, eulogy virtues are more important. Yet, encouraged by our consumer 
marketplace, we tend to focus more on developing the outer, resume virtues toward the end 
of having a great career, and are left “inarticulate” about how to cultivate our inner life, or 
our eulogy virtues. Without a sense of the meaning of life, the nature of the journey we are 
on, and of how our character is formed, Brooks argues, our overall life, both inner and outer, 
will fall to pieces. 

The apostle Paul doesn’t want that to happen, for his congregation in Thessalonica, or our 
congregation here, or any other Christian congregation, for that matter. So may we join him 
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in praying that God would strengthen our hearts so that our whole selves—spirit, soul, and 
body—would be on the journey of becoming more and more like Jesus, so that we would 
choose wisely when faced with the many choices and options that present themselves to us 
each and every day, for our sakes, for the sake of others, and ultimately for the glory of God.     
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