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Rejoice, Pray, Give Thanks  
 

 

Despite how often, and how closely, Christianity is associated with living a good life, it 

often strikes me as odd to read such passages in Scripture as we have heard from Paul 

this morning – at least, the ethical exhortations at the start of our passage. 

It is not there is anything wrong here; it is just that, at one level, it seems not to be worth 

saying. There is nothing particularly “Christian” about these exhortations. The kind of 

behaviour called for here is that which would be lauded in most places and at most 

times by most people: admonish idlers, encourage the faint-hearted, help the weak, be 

patient, do not
 
repay evil for evil, always seek to do good to all (5.14f). The seemingly 

“religious” bits – rejoice always, pray, give thanks in all things – seem a little 

superfluous if we imagine that the heart of religion has more to do with what happens 

between ourselves than with what we do in relation to the gods. 

Of course, even the very good benefit from a call to do better: choose the better part; 

live more richly, more openly, more for others.  

And yet, there is also something rather strange going on here. We have noticed a 

number of times over the last few weeks the high esteem Paul has for the Thessalonian 

church. They have become faithful imitators of Paul and his colleagues and, as a result, 

they have become widely known for their faith and their works. Why, then, does Paul 

finish his letter up telling those who know how to behave how to behave? 

It’s a bit too easy to dismiss this as a good way to end a letter, a bit of imperative 

springing from the foregoing indicative. There is something else going on here, 

something about “goodness” and God. 

The tension in the good being told to be good has struck me most particularly when it 

has come to conducting wedding services. As distinct from cultures in which marriages 

are arranged for couples, in modern western culture a marriage is nearly always 

proposed between two people who have had enough experience of each other to have 

chosen the other for themselves. More than simply having chosen, the couple comes 

already loving each other. This is so obvious that it is almost banal to say it. And yet, 

the bulk of the wedding service at which a marriage is formally established is about 

telling the couple to love each other. The oddness in this springs from our modern 

cultural sense that what we are doing in a wedding service is somehow endorsing the 

love which has brought the couple to that point; the couple express their love in their 

desire to get married. Yet the standard wedding service templates – religious or civil – 

do not ask the couple whether they love each other, only whether they will love each 

other. We know, of course, that we cannot see into the future, and that “better or worse, 

sickness and health” and such things can present serious challenges to a relationship. 

But our awareness of the uncertainty of the future doesn’t quite get us to the heart of the 

matter of why, in what is a very strange thing to modern ears, we are commanded to 

love, even at a wedding ceremony.  



 

The jarring thing about the marriage vows – “for better or for worse”, and so on – is 

only in part that we cannot control the future. More fundamentally, the jarring is in that 

how we behave – including anyone’s intention to get married – is not simply a matter of 

self-expression. If we are expressing our love in getting married, then it is odd to tell us 

to love. Love, however – at least Scripturally – is not a matter of self-expression. except 

in the case of God Godself. 

[Just as an aside, one of the central confusions – hardly ever acknowledged – in the 

current debate about changing who can marry whom is the assumption that getting 

married is about expressing the love we have for each other. Yet, at the same time a 

decision not to marry is also a self-expression. The current debate does not just spring 

from the obvious change in shifting the gendering of marriage; it is that marriage is 

now reduced to the same level as not-marrying: self-expression – a private matter. As 

such, we are now greatly confused because private matters are not something in which 

the state can really have a role in a liberal capitalist society. In fact the problem began 

long before the push for gay marriage; gay marriage simply intensifies the 

incongruence of getting married at all in a modern liberal society, since marriage had 

already become an act of self-expression.] 

But my interest this morning is not about marriage in particular; it is just that the things 

said at a wedding represent most sharply the oddness of telling the good to behave or 

lovers to love. While this is perhaps most obvious in something like vows made at a 

wedding, it applies to all ethical exhortation.  

The Thessalonians are good people, faithful people. Paul has spent a lot of time 

acknowledging and lauding them for this. But their moral work is not simply an act of 

self-expression, otherwise it would make little sense for Paul to call them to something 

more. It is an expression of something bigger, which is what the apparently “religious” 

add-ons indicate: rejoice, pray, give thanks. These activities or stances, Paul says, are 

“the will of God in Christ Jesus for you”. As such, they are not merely a self-expression 

– me as a good person doing something good, now religious rather than ethical. They 

are an orientation towards something which is outside of us. And it is a constant 

orientation: rejoice always, pray unceasingly, give thanks in all circumstances.  

It is as if Paul says: joy, prayer, thanksgiving – remember that these are the air you 

breathe. And like the air we breathe, they have to do with what is outside of us. And so 

he in fact does not quite finish with ethical exhortations but concludes with a prayer:  

5.23
 May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and 

soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus 

Christ. 
24

The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this. 

Joy, prayer and thanksgiving are a declaration that we believe that what Paul prays for 

will indeed be realised: that God will do for us what we cannot do for ourselves. It is 

God who sanctifies; we are God’s expression, not our own.  

What we have heard Paul celebrate so exuberantly in his address to the Thessalonians 

over these last few weeks is that they are themselves an expression of God’s 

faithfulness – their work of faith and labour of love and steadfastness of hope (1.3) 

When he calls them to peace, patience and good works, then, Paul is saying: breathe 

deeply the gift and grace of God that, by this breath – this Spirit – you might be enabled 

to express not your own goodness but the goodness of the God who has chosen you. 

Work in the world as God’s work in the world, that the world might be re-worked as 

God’s. 



 

This is our life.  

At the end of our baptismal services there is an exhortation to Christian living which is 

largely drawn from these last few verses of 1 Thessalonians: 

Go forth into the world in peace; 

be of good courage; 

hold fast to that which is good; 

render to no one evil for evil; 

strengthen the faint-hearted; 

support the weak; 

help the afflicted; 

honour all people; 

love and serve the Lord, 

rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

In this we know the blessing of God, Father, Son and Spirit. 

And all God’s people say: Amen. 

*** 


