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16 Rejoice always. 17 Pray without ceasing. 18 In everything give thanks. 
For this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. 19 Do not extinguish the 
Spirit. 20 Do not treat prophecies with contempt. 21 But test everything. 
Hold on to the good. 22 Keep away from every kind of evil. 
23 May the God of peace himself sanctify you completely, and may 
your whole spirit, soul, and body be kept blameless at the coming of 
our Lord Jesus Christ. 24 The one who calls you is faithful, and he will 
do it. 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed in Christ, 

For anyone who loves Christmas, this coming week might seem like the 
longest week of the year.  We’ve been waiting all year long since last the 
last Christmas season ended, and there are so many signs all around us 
reminding us that it’s almost here...but it’s not quite Christmas yet.  Just like 
every child who sees the presents filling up space around the Christmas 
tree—but can’t open them yet—we have to wait. In a way, the whole life of 
every Christian is a time of waiting, isn’t it?  Now that we have recently 
come through the season of End Times in our last church year, and we are 
almost through another Advent season in this new church year, we have 
had seven or eight weeks in a row now where we have been reminded that 
Jesus is coming again.  So we have talked quite a bit about heaven, and 
how infinitely and eternally glorious it will be.  No more death, or mourning, 
or crying, or pain… No more sin, no more sadness—every tear will be 
wiped from our eyes.  The more we hear about eternity with Jesus, the 
more we long for his return.  But for now…we have to wait.  

The good news is that we have some encouragement while we wait.  This 
particular portion of Scripture is written for people like us.  On his 2nd 
Missionary Journey, Paul had spent time some in the Greek city of 
Thessalonica, but strong opposition from the Jewish leaders had driven him 
out soon after he arrived there.  So, he sent his travelling companion 
Timothy back to check on the young church, and then report back.  What 
did Timothy find out?  As we might expect, the Thessalonian Christians still 
had some unanswered questions, especially about the coming of 
Jesus.  Like us, they heard how wonderful it would be when Jesus 
returns.  And finally, like us, they still had one big question without an 
answer.  When is it going to happen?  

St. Paul didn’t answer their question, because he couldn’t. No one knows 
the day or the hour...the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the 



night.  But even though Paul couldn’t provide all the answers, he did 
encourage them.  And in doing so, he encourages us while we wait.  So, 
let’s look closely at these words and apply them to our own lives.  

16 Rejoice always. 17 Pray without ceasing. 18 In everything give thanks. 
For this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. Someone might hear 
those words, and instantly try to explain them away, saying, “No one can 
literally do that.  No one can always be joyful, no one can be constantly 
praying, no one can be thankful all the time….”  If we heard someone react 
that way, we would understand them quite well.  We’d be able to identify 
with them, because God’s encouragement through Paul hasn’t been our 
experience, either.  Always joyful?  Maybe some of the time.  Always 
praying?  Could be more, but maybe a few times every day.  Always giving 
thanks?  Maybe we have been making efforts to try to be more grateful, but 
it’s difficult.  

These opening verses are not an exaggeration.  They are God’s will for 
you, and the last three words of the sentence tell us how: in Christ 
Jesus.  If we are not always joyful, if we are not constantly in conversation 
with God, if we aren’t always thankful, then we might be misunderstanding 
something, and I think it might be this: Just because we are waiting for 
Jesus’ bodily return doesn’t mean that he is absent from our lives right 
now.  In fact, the same Jesus who died for us also rose from the grave, and 
he assures us, “Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the 
age.”  He lives in and with every one of us, and not only that, but he 
promises a special mode of presence every time two or three gather in his 
name, as we are doing today.  It doesn’t end there.  For us who have 
gathered, he will visit us in his true body and blood in a miraculous, 
sacramental presence as we come to his table today.  Jesus hasn’t 
returned yet, no.  But he also has never left us.  He will not forsake 
us.  How could we not rejoice?  How could we not fill his ears with prayer 
throughout the day?  How could we not always be thankful?  Jesus is 
present with us, even while we wait for his return.  

Let’s read on.  More encouragement:  19 Do not extinguish the Spirit. 
20 Do not treat prophecies with contempt. 21 But test everything. Hold 
on to the good. 22 Keep away from every kind of evil. What do you 
usually do when you are waiting, say at the dentist’s office, or the walk-in 
clinic, or the airport?  Many of us look on a nearby table or rack for 
something to read.  We pick up a People magazine, or a Golf Digest, or a 
newspaper, or maybe we even came prepared and brought our own 



reading material.  The key to these middle verses is remembering that God 
has given us something to read while we wait for Jesus’ return.  

Do you ever feel like morality is up for grabs in our world today?  Just think 
of how within the past 50 years, laws have changed significantly in our 
country, and voters keep changing their collective minds.  Pick an issue: 
marijuana use, marriage, gun laws, abortion, the death penalty…the list 
goes on.  Definitions change and laws change and penalties change.  But 
what doesn’t change?  One thing….no, actually two things, don’t 
change.  The first thing that doesn’t change is your sinful nature and 
mine.  The sinful mind is hostile to God.  It does not submit to God’s 
law, nor can it do so.  No matter what God’s word says, the sinful nature 
in each one of us will always have a bent toward deviance, an inclination 
toward sin.  No matter how well we hide it, each one of us knows that evil—
what God hates—lives in our hearts.  What’s worse?  My sinful nature will 
always want to sin, and so will yours.  This sinful nature cannot be 
reformed; it cannot be educated or redirected or matured in any way.  It 
must be crucified.  

That’s where the second thing that doesn’t change comes in.  Only God 
can overcome the evil of your sinful nature, and only by the work of his 
Holy Spirit through Word and Sacrament.  God’s law doesn’t change with 
the whims of the majority.  God hasn’t softened his position on evil, and he 
never will.  But God also placed the guilt of the world’s sin on his own Son 
when Jesus was nailed to the cross.  Now through the message of Jesus 
Christ, God communicates full pardon and forgiveness to all who will 
believe—this is done by the Holy Spirit’s power to plant and grow saving 
faith in the hearts of sinners like us.  It is God’s unchanging Word that gave 
our baptism the power to give us a new birth into the very kingdom of God, 
not as his servants, but as his beloved children.  It is good for us to be 
here, and it is good for us to grow in God’s unchanging Word all week long 
as we hear, read, and learn to know it better through home devotions or 
personal Bible reading.  Only those who hold to God’s Word can truly know 
what is good, and then battle against the evil in our own hearts while we 
wait for Jesus to return. 

All that’s left…is the best part.  23 May the God of peace himself sanctify 
you completely, and may your whole spirit, soul, and body be kept 
blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 24 The one who 
calls you is faithful, and he will do it.  St. Paul was inspired to close this 
section—and this letter to the Thessalonians—with a prayer.  It is a big, 



bold prayer, and yet there is no doubt in his mind that it will be answered 
positively.  Just notice the confidence with which he prays, and then follows 
it up with certainty that God will do exactly what he asks.  

Why such confidence for Paul?  Why can we pray the same prayer with the 
same confidence?  Two reasons.  First of all, it all depends on the saving 
will of God.  When we celebrate Christmas again, there will be no change 
in the story.  Still a world in need, and still a priceless gift from God in the 
birth of His Son, the one called Immanuel—God with us, God given to us, 
God in the flesh who will live and die and rise again for us.  Every time we 
hear the story, we see God’s saving will, his faithfulness to his promises 
and the assurance that the rest will come true.  We can be sure the prayer 
is answered in us.  It all depends on God’s saving will, of which we are 
sure.  

The second reason for our confidence is related, and it has to do with one 
word—kept, as in “May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept 
blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  Do you see 
it?  Paul doesn’t have to ask for us to be made blameless before Jesus 
comes again.  In our faith and forgiveness, we already are.  Yes, we still 
have to wait to be free from our sinful nature, but we are already free of our 
debt and the guilt of our sin.  We are blameless before God, and he will 
keep us while we wait. 

Unless it happens today/tonight, we still have to wait to see Jesus, but we 
have plenty of encouragement while we wait.  Rejoice, pray, give thanks—
all in Christ Jesus.  Treasure the Spirit’s work in us through Word and 
sacrament—and give him ample opportunity to do so.  May our faithful God 
lead us to live out our wait as his blameless children, trusting that for Jesus’ 
sake, he will do it.  Amen. 


