
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #11

“Handbook for Holy Living (part 2)”

1 Thessalonians 5:16-18

Memorizing Scripture is a lost art in these days of portable readers, smart phones, and instant access to the information superhighway. I remember, though, growing up memorizing Bible verses for Sunday school, vacation Bible school, and summer camp. And every Christian child loved our text for this evening because they were short and easy to memorize. I can still quote them by heart (from the King James Version, of course):

· Rejoice evermore

· Pray without ceasing

· In everything give thanks; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you
These brief statements are more than easy verses to memorize. They provide a simple strategy for coping with life. Our last study focused on our relationships within our church; how we relate to our shepherds and our siblings. This study zeroes in on our relationship with our circumstances. Howard Hendricks writes,

Quite often I encounter a Christian with a severe case of the blahs. His face looks like the cover photo to the book of Lamentations. I’ll say, “How are you doing?”

“Oh, pretty good,” he says, “under the circumstances.”

To which I respond, “What in the world are you doing under there?”

I am convinced that a Christian should never live under the circumstances, no matter how difficult the circumstances are.
 The Christian life is to be lived above the circumstances.
 That sounds great—but how do we do it? These verses provide the way:

· Be joyful always; 

· Pray continually;

· Give thanks in all circumstances. 

You see, life is unpredictable—because of unpredictable people we meet, unpredictable problems we face, and unpredictable situations we encounter.
 But these simple steps Paul outlines in this handbook for holy living applies to whatever life throws at us.

Constant Praise

The first step is constant praise. I must confess, I prefer the King James Version rendering of verse 16—“Rejoice evermore”—and not because it is only two words while the niv—“Be joyful always”—is three words. And, despite the fact that I generally like his New Testament in Modern English, I really dislike J. B. Phillips’ wording—“Be happy in your faith at all times.” Joy is not happiness, for happiness is a feeling that is dependent upon circumstances. John Stott notes that happiness is “not at our command, and cannot be turned on and off like a tap.”
 (By the way, that is true of all emotions.) In other words, happiness can never rise above our circumstances. But joy can. And does.

“Rejoice” is a verb. It is something we do. It is something we choose. Rejoicing is an act of the will based on the understanding of the mind that produces a deep, mature, responsible faith. When things don’t go our way, we can stress or we can rejoice.
 It is our choice. This doesn’t mean you need to be a cheerleader, a clown, or a stand-up comedian. And it doesn’t mean you go through life like every day is a scene from The Sound of Music. Rejoicing, in the biblical sense, means praising God for the small things as well as the big things. It means facing even the toughest days with optimism, not because you’ve got everything under control, but because God does. It finds the beams of light in the midst of a dark and dreary world.

One of the privileges of being a Christian is that in the unexpected twists and turns of life, we can walk in the Spirit, and one of the fruit of the Spirit is joy. A sudden change of plan need not interrupt our joy.
 After all, the praising person is the prevailing person.
 Joy is not generated by good happenings or eliminated by bad circumstances. It is a settled or fixed state or disposition. It is a divinely communicated grace positioned deep down in my soul where the troubles of life cannot reach or disturb.

Paul also wrote in Philippians 4:4, “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” Remember, Paul wrote those words while under house arrest for a crime he did not commit! When it comes to challenging times, we can choose to focus on our circumstances and stress or we can choose to focus on our Creator and give Him praise for what He has done, what He is doing, and what He will do.

How do we do this practically speaking? I recommend through music. We sing our praises to God when we gather to worship on Sunday; why not sing our praises to God throughout the week? Whatever you like hymns or choruses, sing your praises!

You need not be a victim of your circumstances.

You can be a victor over your circumstances. The choice is yours.

Continuous Prayer

The second response to our circumstances is continuous prayer. Verse 17 says, “Pray without ceasing,” or “Pray continually.” This verse is not saying that we are to be always on our knees, for the work of life has to be done; nor we are not to neglect our other duties. Ceaseless prayer is a continuous direction of our heart towards God. We can be in the spirit of prayer while doing our other duties.
 The word means constantly recurring, not continuously occurring. We are to be in touch with God so that our praying is part of a long, unbroken conversation.
 The original Greek for “without ceasing,” mean, stretched-out-edly. The translators thought of prayer as stretched out a long time and represent the soul stretched out in the intensity of its earnestness toward God. The phrase has to do with the habit rather than acts of prayer.

Continuous prayer doesn’t mean we wander through the day chanting like monks. Praying without ceasing means we don’t give up in prayer. We turn to prayer not as our last resort when all else fails, but as our first response. When worries and fears attack, we pray. When pain and suffering intrude, we pray. Whether we think we know just what to do or have no idea what to do, we pray.

It is not possible for us to spend all our time with the words of prayer on our lips, but it is possible for us to be all our days in the spirit of prayer, realizing our dependence on God for all we have and are, being conscious of his presence with us wherever we may be, and yielding ourselves continually to him to do his will.

Keeping a prayer journal can encourage us in our efforts. By keeping track of our prayer requests, including the dates of our prayers and of God’s answers, we have a tangible record of the effectiveness of prayer.

Complete Gratitude

Finally, we are to face life’s circumstances with complete gratitude. Verse 18 states, “In everything give thanks.” To be always thankful on the surface seems illogical. God’s plan for us is to go through life with joy, prayer, and thanksgiving.
 In fact, it’s nearly impossible to be joyful and prayerful if we’re not thankful.
 

Paul writes, “In everything give thanks.” Notice he doesn’t say “for everything,” but “in everything.” We are not called to be thankful for evil events or sinful choices of others.
 We are not called to be thankful for the storms of life, but we can still be thankful in the midst of them, knowing that God will produce spiritual growth in us.

Why is this so important? Thanksgiving is a sign of trust; if we believe that all things work together for good, we will be able to be thankful in the most depressing circumstances.
 Joni Eareckson Tada, paralyzed in a diving accident at age 17, writes,

“But you don’t know my circumstances,” I hear you saying. “How can I be thankful for pain and heartache?” God is not asking you to be thankful but to give thanks. There’s a big difference between feeling thankful and giving thanks. One response involves emotions, the other, your will. Trusting God has absolutely nothing to do with trustful feelings.

Also, God’s not asking you to give thanks for the tough times—only that you give thanks in them. Give thanks that he is sovereign…that he is in control…giving you grace and peace…and planning it all for your good and his glory.

[This] verse became my anchor when I was first paralyzed. I gritted my teeth, pushed aside feelings of despair, and willfully gave thanks for everything from the hospital breakfast of cold cornmeal mush to the grueling hours of daily physical therapy. Many months later a miracle occurred. I began to feel thankful. My brighter attitude enabled me to give thanks for greater things. Later on another miracle happened: I was able to rejoice in suffering.

Even if you don’t feel particularly thankful, thank God for your blessings in Christ (e.g., forgiveness, acceptance, and righteousness), and your attitude will change! I’ve found that the most difficult struggle is to begin to consciously thank God for all things; then when I think of all God’s blessings, my second difficulty is to know when to quit.

Try this right now. List as many blessings as you can and thank God for each one. In a few moments, you will view your problems from a different perspective and face life more objectively. God wants us to be optimists not pessimists; He wants winners not losers.

How can we do this? We have to learn to cultivate the habit of looking at what we have instead of what we don’t have; everything we have has come to us as a gift; we are never to take what we have for granted; and we must give expression to our gratitude.

So, this is the key to our relationship with our circumstances: constant praise, continuous prayer, and complete gratitude. We may not always feel like praising, praying or giving God thanks. Our circumstances may not be conducive to these things. Yet we are to do so all the same. Why? Because “this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”
 This almost certainly refers to all three commands, even though this is singular. They form a unity and belong together.
 And, yes, these are commands—not if we feel like it, or if things are going well, or even if there is more good than bad. These are commands, commands we can obey.

So often we think, “there’s nothing I can do!” Yet all three of these verses speak of verbs—things we are to do. The Christian life is not a passive acceptance, but positive assertion that God is in control and we choose to acknowledge His sovereignty. We choose to rejoice, we choose to pray, we choose to give thanks. This is the key to living above the circumstances. Don’t passively sit by, allowing life to happen around us. Take life by the horns by rejoicing, praying, and giving thanks. 

These brief verses are not just easy to memorize. They are essential to put into practice in our daily lives. And when we do, we will be able to cope with whatever life throws at us. 
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