
HOPE:  

MAKING OUR MARK ON HEAVEN 
 

 "How can Christianity call itself catholic if the universe itself is left out?" 

                                        Simone Weilxxiii 

 "I cannot think of a greater tragedy than to think that I am at home on earth...."  

                                        Malcolm Muggeridgexxiv 

 "Only the heavenly-minded are of any earthly use." 

                                        C.S. Lewisxxv  

 

 Years ago Leslie Newbigin said that "mankind is without any worthwhile end to which the 

travail of history might lead."xxvi A few believe we are heading into a new world order and paradise 

on earth but most people nurse a deep foreboding about the future, or refuse to think about it 

more than they must.  The seeming resultlessness of history erodes the nerve of modern persons 

including, I must add, Christians who have more reason to embrace the future wholeheartedly 

than anyone.  Whether world-weariness and future fright comes from the terrifying prospect of 

ecological doomsday, or, as is often the case with Christians like the Thessalonians, from the 

conviction that Jesus will probably come tomorrow, the result is the same for Christians: all work in 

this world except the so-called "ministry" is viewed as not very significant or enduring.   

 The old saying runs deep in our veins: "Only one life, twill soon be past; only what's done 

for Jesus will last."  The saying contains a deep truth that we will explore in this chapter, but it is 

popularly understood to mean that only overtly Christian work, such as evangelism or Bible 

teaching will last.  But Paul's affirmation of the endurance of the Thessalonians "inspired by hope 

in our Lord Jesus." (1 Thess 1:3)  concerned all work.  So he said, "We command you, brothers, to 

keep away from every brother who is idle." (2 Thess 3:6) 

End Time Idleness 

This is one of the very few passages in the New Testament on work and Paul appears to be dealing 

with a problem completely irrelevant to modern Western nations where workaholism is a way of 

life especially for professionals.  Even the title in the NIV, "Warning Against Idleness," (2 Thess 3:6-

15) seems a dangerous word to people already killing themselves to become successful.  But there 

is more to this than meets the eye. 

 Writing in the Greek world Paul was confronted by people inoculated against work by the 

culture. In the Greek world work was a curse, an unmitigated evil and to be out of work was a 

piece of singularly good fortune.xxvii  Unemployment allows one to participate in the political 

domain and to enjoy the contemplative life.  The whole of society was organized so that a few can 



actualize the highest human potential.  Work was called "unleisure".  The Greeks had no sense of 

vocation.  An individual's activity in society was called ergon or ponos, a burden and toil.  During 

the fifth century before Christ the government of Thebes issues a decree prohibiting its citizens 

from engaging in work!xxviii  It was easy for Greek Christians, and their modern counterparts, to 

think of work as a curse, only partially redeemed by Jesus.  Better not to work if one can afford not 

to.  How revolutionary it was for Christian slaves in such households to be told by Paul to serve 

their masters as though they were working for Jesus! (Col 3:22-25)  How revolutionary for Paul to 

send home the runaway slave Onesimus, now converted and liberated, to serve his old master 

once again (Philemon)!  

 Further, in his ministry in the Gentile churches, Paul had to face a problem that is still with 

us.  Instinctively when people become Christians they feel that the best way to serve God in 

gratitude would be to leave their "secular" jobs (and possibly their difficult marriages) and "go into 

the ministry".  Paul dealt with that by insisting that people can probably serve God best where 

they are: "Nevertheless, each one should retain the place in life that the Lord assigned to him and 

to which God has called him. . . . Each one should remain in the situation which he was in when 

God called him." (1 Cor 7.17, 20)  As Gordon Fee says, "The two points Paul makes need to be 

heard anew. (1) Status of any kind (married, unmarried, slave or free) is ultimately irrelevant with 

God . . . . (2) Precisely because our lives are determined by God's call, not be our situation, we 

need to learn to continue there as those who are 'before God.'  Paul's concern is not with change, 

one way or the other, but with 'living out our calling' in whatever situation one is found." xxix  The 

New Testament treats work in the larger framework of the call of God to live totally for him and his 

kingdom.  All are called (Eph. 4:1) and the call of God concerns all of one's life (Eph 4:1-6:20).  

Therefore Paul, who earned his living by making tents, was not, strictly speaking, a bivocational 

missionary (meaning having two vocations one secular like tentmaking and one sacred like church-

planting), as is sometimes argued by people zealous in promoting tentmaking ministries.  Paul was 

monovocational.  He integrated his whole life of service as one passionate response to the all-

embracing call of Jesus.  There was no sacred-secular distinction for him. 

 But there was a further problem in Thessalonica -- eschatological idleness.  If Jesus might 

come back tomorrow, what is the point of working today?  Missing the chance to work by faith, 

love and hope, some believers wanted to "see" the results of their work or they would not work at 

all.  If their own projects would be "interrupted" by the imminent return of Jesus, why bother?  Let 

others look after them as they move from house to house absorbing Christian hospitality like 

sponges, just as many young Christians today travel the world today absorbing the hospitality of 

missionaries and national Christians.  Paul responded definitively: "If a man will not work, he shall 

not eat." (2 Thess 3:10)  Paul modelled what he taught, working night and day not to be a burden, 

and not eating food he had not paid for.  



 But having a strong sense of the End need not incite us to abandon planning and pray for 

speedy evacuation.  Just the reverse: Christian hope makes sense out of both short-term and long-

term planning because we have a certain future in the coming Kingdom of God.  It can be argued 

that eschatology -- the Biblical doctrine about last things -- is the most pastoral and helpful 

doctrine for the ordinary Christian to make sense out of the complicated everyday challenges of 

living and working in a world that will one day pass away.  The last book of the Bible -- the 

Revelation -- is also a book about last things.  It tells us how the world looks to a person in the 

Spirit.  We see through the satanic seductions of society to the indomitable Kingdom of God and 

join the multitude of heavenly beings who shout, "Hallelujah!  For our Lord God Almighty reigns."  

(Rev. 19:6) The Christian has a worthwhile end to which the travail of history will lead.  Therefore 

like the apostle Paul on the ship in the great storm we can say "I have talked with my God and I 

know we will land on shore safely" (Acts 27:21-26).  Being heavenly-minded allows us to work on 

insoluble problems in the world with hope but without being messianic about our own 

contribution, or burning out in discouragement while we try to make the perfect future happen.  

The Kingdom has come and the Kingdom is coming.  That is the basis of the Christian's hope, and 

the daily tension in which we live. 

Ready for the Long Haul 

Luther once said that if he was sure Jesus would come tomorrow he would plant a tree today.  This 

is totally in line with the parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins told by Jesus.  The only discernable 

difference between the wise and foolish virgins waiting for the wedding celebration is that the 

wise were ready for a long wait for the Lord to come again.  Both the wise and the foolish wanted 

the Bridegroom to come soon.  They both slept with impunity when there was a delay.  But the 

wise had enough oil for the long haul (Matt 25:1-13).  Believers are invited by faith to work today 

as though they had a long-term future, yet ready for the Lord to come at any moment.  It is in this 

context that we can speak of the durability of our work in this world.  

 We are told in Scripture what will last until the End: "And now these three remain: faith, 

hope and love." (1 Cor 13.13)  A Catholic scholar, Haughey, comments on this other occurrence of 

the triad of marketplace virtues. "It seems," he says, "that it is not acts of faith, hope and love in 

themselves that last, but rather works done in faith, hope and love: it is not the pure intention 

alone, nor is it faith, hope and love residing unexercised as three infused theological virtues in a 

person that last.  What lasts is the action taken on these virtues, the praxis that flows from the 

intention, the works the virtues shape.  These last!"xxx   Another passage that points to the same 

perspective is 1 Corinthians 15:58: "Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm.  Let nothing move 

you.  Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labour in 

the Lord is not in vain."  Obviously Paul's first reference to "the work of the Lord" pointed to the 

various ministries engaged in by the Corinthian believers.  But even these included such mundane 



things as "helping" and "administrating".  In a larger application Paul is assuring his friends that 

what makes all their labour -- whether homemaking or bridgebuilding -- free from resultless is that 

fact that it is "in the Lord".  

The Transfiguration of the Universe 

Far from contributing to a hunger for instant evacuation, or a dichotomous approach to secular 

and sacred work, the New Testament invites us explore the greatest hope imaginable for the 

world: Christ is Lord of creation (Col. 1.15-23).  First Christ saves people. But eventually Christ will 

save all creation.  This is the missing note in all environmental concerns - the note of redemption 

and hope.  The oft-quoted landmark statement of Dr. Lynn White about the source of our 

environmental disaster goes part way, but not far enough. She says, "Since the roots of our trouble 

are so largely religious the remedy must also be religious."xxxi  If it is true that Jesus is Lord of 

creation then we must honour his intentions for the rest of creation.  Creation is not a commodity; 

it is not "impersonal", but an artistic expression of the mind of God.  Now that Christ holds all 

creation together "impressing upon creation", as Lightfoot says, "that unity and solidarity which 

makes it a cosmos instead of a chaos,"xxxii  we can say that creation is Christian.  

 Further, Romans 8.19-21 pictures a continuum of the present in which creation "groans" 

with a future without groaning.  As John Haughey puts it, "Creation's hopes will not be mocked by 

annihilation any more than ours will be."xxxiii  The present will be factored into the future.  The God 

who created with no materials will one day recompose the first creation with the materials of that 

creation over time including the work of human beings.xxxiv  How this will be done is not told us but 

we are invited to consider which of our works will last (1 Cor 3.12-15).  In view of the scope of 

recreation envisioned, these works cannot simply be ecclesial (or religious).  Ironically, Paul 

envisions a situation in which the person's works are burned in the final fire, but the person 

himself is saved (1 Cor 3.14).  Perhaps many of my lectures and sermons will be burned like hay 

and stubble on the last day because they were judged not to be done for Jesus, while the deck I 

built, in some way that takes me beyond mere rationality, will survive the last judgement.  But let 

me press this line of thinking farther.  

Making Our Mark On Heaven 

It is apparent that through our daily work we leave our mark on the cosmos and our environment, 

on government, culture, neighbourhoods, families, on the principalities and powers.  The Bible 

hints that in some way beyond our imagination our marks are permanent.  All the visions of the 

new heaven and the new earth are in terms of what we know and do now (Rev 21.26).  The final 

vision of the Bible is one remarkably connected to our life now. "The kings of the earth bring their 

splendor" (Rev 21:24) into the New Jerusalem (a city we have known on earth) and "the glory and 



honour of the nations will be brought into it." (21:26)  In one sense our environment is going to 

heaven.  So is our culture, our government, our crafts and our work. 

 The theological truth that undergirds this fascinating and challenging line of exploration is 

the statement that Christ is the first born of all creation (Col 1.15) and first born from the grave 

(1.18).  We have only to think of the resurrected body of Jesus to realize that there was a historical 

continuity between the body with which he walked in Palestine and the body which ascended to 

heaven.  He was recognizable.  And the most remarkable points of recognition for the apostles 

were the scars.  His resurrected body bore scars in historical continuity with his life in the flesh, 

though the scars were not now merely signs of faith but had been transformed to become a 

means of faith for people like Thomas (Jn 20.27).  They were transfigured along with the rest of his 

physical existence into something truly beautiful even though, remarkably, there were still scars.  

The resurrected body of Jesus is a powerful, evocative Biblical symbol of the way this life is 

connected to the next life, especially as it relates to the physical environment. 

 Our violent acts against nature and culture may not be erased by the final Armageddon 

and the final consummation of the travail of history at the second coming of Jesus, but may by 

God's grace be transfigured.  This is part of our hope.  Through transcendent reasoning we can 

imagine that the marks we leave in this life and in this world last: open pit mines, well-manicured 

gardens, cedar decks and satellite receiving stations, the good and the bad of what we are doing in 

this world.  But there will be a transfiguration.  There will be a new heaven and a new earth. 

Work That Will Last  

This brings new meaning to those whose toil is located in so-called secular work, in arts, education, 

business, politics, the environment and the home.  Not only are ordinary Christians priests of 

creation past and present.  They, and not just missionaries, pastors and Christian educators, are 

shaping the future of creation in some limited way.  Most Christians think that only religious work 

will not be in vain (1 Cor 15.58) but if Christ is the first-born of all creation and the first-born from 

the grave, then all work has eternal consequences, whether home-making or being a stock-broker.  

Our hope is that we confidently look forward to a time of exquisite transfiguration. And the 

practical application of that hope is that we are invited in Christ to leave beautiful marks on 

creation, on the environment, family, city, workplace and nation.  When we cannot do this, and 

cannot undo the violence we have committed against the cosmos, we have faith in Jesus that one 

day he will transfigure even the environmental, social, cultural and political scars we have left 

through our work.   

 "Only one life, twill soon be past; only what's done for Jesus will last."  
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