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“A Life of Constant Joy, Prayer, and Thanksgiving” 
(1 Thessalonians 5:16-18) 

 
Introduction 
   

I hope all had a wonderful Thanksgiving.   As many of you know, Thanksgiving was originally 
intended to be a day on which Americans were to thank God for the many good gifts we have received 
in this life.  And even though our cultural is slowly losing the perspective that it should be thankful to 
God for anything, still it is good that on Thanksgiving, many take time to thank God for the things they 
have received.  I hope you and your family spent a sweet time together thanking God for His goodness. 

But even here we need to be careful.  While it is a good thing to thank God for good gifts in this 
life, there isn’t anything particularly Christian about it.  It is the most natural of actions for a man or 
woman to be thankful for receiving good things in this life  If you see my son wander in the street and 
you grab him and pull him back to safety just before he gets hit by a car, I won’t have to work up 
gratitude.  It will just be there.  And I will thank you again and again.  It is very natural and easy to be 
thankful when you get a promotion at work, or when someone gives you a car, or when you get the test 
results back from the doctor and they are negative for cancer.    

This is natural and it is how the people of the world respond to blessing.  They are happy and 
thankful.  But Christians are not called us to live a natural life.  God has called us to live a supernatural 
life empowered by His Holy Spirit.  He has called us to be different and to stand out.  This means that 
even when the circumstances of our lives are difficult, we are still to give thanks.  But… 
 

1. How do you give thanks when the ends don’t meet at the end of the month? 
2. How do you give thanks when the test results come back and they are positive for cancer? 
3. How do you give thanks when your job is downsized? 
4. How do you give thanks when your marriage is crumbling? 
5. How do you give thanks when your child leaves home and walks away from the Faith? 

 
The person who doesn’t have Jesus sees no reason to give thanks in such times.  He or she cannot 

do it.  But Christians can. Christians are empowered by God to live a supernatural life of constant joy, 
prayer, and thanksgiving.  Our passage this morning, 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18, gives us a picture of what 
that looks like.      

   
Background 
 
 1 Thessalonians is one of the earliest of Paul’s NT letters.  It was written to the church in the city 
of Thessalonica (modern Thessaloniki in Greece) during Paul’s second missionary journey.  In Paul’s day, 
Thessalonica was the capital city of the Roman province of Macedonia.  It had a population of more than 
100,000 people and was located on the Egnatian Way, which was a major trade route in that day.  Acts 
17:1-9 tells us that Paul came to Thessalonica after leaving Philippi, where he had been beaten and 
imprisoned.  What is clear from this history is that even though Paul was only in Thessalonica briefly 
(probably just a couple of months), and faced much opposition, he saw many in Thessalonica come to 
faith in Christ. But due to persecution, he was forced to leave and carry on his missionary journey 
traveling to Berea (Acts 17:10-15), then to Athens (Acts 17:16-32), and then to Corinth (Acts 18).   

Just a few months after leaving Thessalonica, Paul couldn’t stand it any longer and sent Timothy 
back to see how this brand new church was doing in light of the persecution they were facing.  Timothy 
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brought back good news that even though the church was facing significant persecution (bad 
circumstances) the church was doing well.  Paul was overjoyed (1 Thess. 3:6-10) and wrote them a letter 
(1 Thessalonians) to express thanks to God for the Thessalonians (1:2-10), to defend his ministry among 
them (2:1-16), and to instruct them in how to live a life that is pleasing to the Lord (1 Thess. 4:1-12).  
Apparently, the Thessalonians were also confused about the second coming of Christ and so Paul 
instructs them about that as well (1 Thess. 4:13-5:11).  Finally, Paul closes his letter with a series of 
commands.  Our passage this morning is found in this final section.  So what does the Apostle Paul have 
to say to believers who are facing difficult circumstances?     
 
MIM: God’s will is that Christians would live lives of continual joy, prayer, and thanksgiving.   
 
1 Thessalonians 5:16-18- “Rejoice always, 17 pray without ceasing, 18 give thanks in all circumstances; 
for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” 
 
As we look at this passage, one thing we need to note is that the reason given at the end of verse 18, 
‘For this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you,” isn’t limited to the command to “give thanks in all 
circumstances.”  It applies to all three commands in this passage.  In other words, the Lord’s will is that 
a Christian’s life would be characterized by joy, prayer, and thanksgiving.   
 
Three commands for us this morning: 
 

I. Rejoice always…for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you (5:16) 
 

A. In verse 16, we see that the Christian life is to be characterized by a continual joy.  Paul says, 
“Rejoice always.”  What is joy?  Joy is a deep-seated cheerfulness of soul.  When I say 
“deep-seated,” I mean that Christian joy is such a thing that it can co-exist along with 
seemingly contradictory emotions.  So joy can co-exist with the emotion of sorrow because 
joy is deeper than sorrow.  So joy may not look like a smiling face.  Instead, it might look 
like a heart that is at rest even though all of life seems to be unravelling.  Our Lord Jesus 
was a “man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53:3), and yet as you read the 
Gospels who lived a life more full of joy than He did?  Listen to the Apostle Paul’s testimony 
about his experience as an Apostle of Christ. 

 
2 Corinthians 6:8b-10- “We are treated as impostors, and yet are true; 9 as unknown, and yet well 
known; as dying, and behold, we live; as punished, and yet not killed; 10 as sorrowful, yet always 
rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, yet possessing everything.” 

 
B. Joy isn’t an emotion that is dependent upon good circumstances.  How is it possible to be 

both sorrowful and always rejoicing?  It is only possible because joy is not dependent upon 
good circumstances in this life.  Joy is an attitude set deep in the heart of the believer that 
allows him or her to rise above the difficulties of this life.  Listen to what Paul says about 
the joy the Thessalonians received when they trusted in Christ. 

 
1 Thessalonians 1:6 - “And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for you received the word in 
much affliction, with the joy of the Holy Spirit.” 
 

1. When you read through the narrative in Acts 17, you will see that the 
preaching of the Gospel stirred up the jealousy of the Jews and they began 
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to persecute the believers in Thessalonica (Acts 17:5).  But even though they 
were facing persecution, these Thessalonian believers were characterized 
by the “joy of the Holy Spirit” (1:6).  We don’t know what all these new 
believers faced in terms of persecution, but we do know that it did not 
affect their joy.   

 
Joy vs. Happiness 
 
To make this point clearer, it might be helpful to distinguish between supernatural joy (commanded by 
God) and natural happiness (not commanded by God).  Natural happiness is based on favorable 
circumstances in life.  A man wins the lottery and for a time (at least) he feels happy.  A woman marries 
the man she loves and experiences happiness.  A child gets a new toy and is happy.  But we all know 
that the feelings of happiness based on our circumstances are quick to leave when the circumstances 
change.  The man who won the lottery suddenly realizes just how many needy friends he has and is 
harassed continually.  The woman who was so happy when newly married is now miserable in the 
marriage because her husband doesn’t live up to her expectations.  After two days, the child leaves that 
new toy behind and starts pestering his parents for something new.  Happiness is based on possessing 
something that one wants in this life.  But in this life, happiness never lasts. 
 In contrast to happiness, joy is not affected by bad circumstances in this life because joy is not 
focused on this life.  Joy is focused on God and our relationship to Him in Christ.  So, in a sense, like 
happiness, joy is based on possessing something.  But that possession is not this world or the things of 
this world.  That possession is God.  Because God never changes (God is immutable) and because the 
Christian can never lose God (God keeps us for himself), the joy of the believer is secure.  
 
We see this truth displayed in the way Paul encourages the Philippian church later in his ministry: 
 
Philippians 4:6-7- “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice. 5 Let your reasonableness be 
known to everyone. The Lord is at hand; 6 do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer 
and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7 And the peace of God, 
which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” 
 

C. Joy is a fruit of the Holy Spirit.  We haven’t mentioned this yet, but we need to realize that 
joy is not based on favorable circumstances in this world because ultimately Christian joy 
doesn’t come from this world.  Joy is a something the Holy Spirit produces in those who 
follow Jesus.   

 
Galatians 5:22-23- “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, 23 gentleness, self-control.” 
 

a. Because joy is a gift given to us from God through His Holy Spirit, we do not have to 
worry that our joy can be taken from us by anything in this life.  Who is stronger 
than God? 
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D. Joy is not self-focused.  Part of our joy is meant to flow from observing God’s grace at 
work in others. 

 
a. Paul rejoiced in the salvation of the Thessalonians through his Gospel. 

 
1 Thessalonians 2:19-20- “For what is our hope or joy or crown of boasting before our Lord Jesus at his 
coming? Is it not you? 20 For you are our glory and joy.” 
 

b. Paul rejoiced in the faith and love of the Thessalonians. 
 
1 Thessalonians 3:6-9- “But now that Timothy has come to us from you, and has brought us the good 
news of your faith and love and reported that you always remember us kindly and long to see us, as we 
long to see you— 7 for this reason, brothers, in all our distress and affliction we have been comforted 
about you through your faith. 8 For now we live, if you are standing fast in the Lord. 9 For what 
thanksgiving can we return to God for you, for all the joy that we feel for your sake before our God.” 
 

1. Selfishness of any kind will steal our joy.  If we become so focused on our 
own spiritual lives and how we are doing before the Lord and whether or 
not we are holy enough that we don’t notice the grace of God in the lives 
of others, we are robbing ourselves of an opportunity for rejoicing in the 
grace of God that is on display in the lives of others.   

 
Application: Christian, how is your joy this morning?  Do you realize that you can have joy despite your 
circumstances because (unlike passing happiness) joy is not dependent on your circumstances?  The 
Bible never tells us to rejoice in our circumstances. The Bible tells us to “Rejoice in the Lord always.”  
Christian, your joy in Christ is NOT tied to your circumstances.  If you are trying to find lasting joy in 
your circumstances, you are living below your privileges as a Christian.  If you keep telling yourself, “I’d 
be happy if I had________,” then you are missing the point.  You were not created to find lasting 
happiness in the circumstances in this life.  You were born again in Christ to find lasting joy in God your 
Savior! 
 
Application:  This means that it must be possible to experience joy even as we deal with difficult things 
like depression.  Depression is very common in the church, but we talk about it very little because no 
one likes to admit that they are dealing with it.  And broadly speaking, as churches in America, we 
don’t make it easy on people to admit that they are struggling with depression.  We all come to church 
with a smile.  Everyone wears nice clothes and appears to have it all together.  But we do not have it all 
together.  We are a broken people in a fallen world.  But no one wants to admit they are struggling 
because they assume that they are the only one in the church who is struggling.  I love how Matt 
Chandler encourages his church: “It’s okay not to be okay.  But it’s not okay to stay that way.”  Some of 
you have shared with me about your battles with depression.  Take heart!  God is able to give you deep 
and abiding joy! 
 
Application: If you are here this morning and you are not a Christian, let me ask you.  Where do you look 
for LASTING happiness in this life?  Are you looking to success at work?  Are you looking to your family?  
Are you looking to things you own—your house, car, flat screen TV, or your 401K?  If so, you need to be 
reminded that is not merely possible for you to lose those things.  It is guaranteed that you will lose 
those things.  Through job loss, tragedy, sickness, old age, or finally death, you will lose those things.  
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Where will you look for happiness when that occurs?  You need a deeper joy than this poor world can 
afford.     
 
Christian, “rejoice always…for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” 
 

II. Pray without ceasing…for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. 
 
1 Thessalonians 5:17- “Pray without ceasing” 
 

A. Why do we need to ‘pray without ceasing”?  The reality that our joy comes from the Lord 
helps us understand why Paul says what he does next.  He commands the Thessalonians to 
“pray without ceasing.”  Why?  Because the power we need to live for Jesus and bear 
spiritual fruit for Jesus (which includes joy) even in the hard times is only available to us as 
we “abide in Christ.”  When Paul says to pray without ceasing, I don’t think he is referring to 
non-stop prayer.  I believe he is talking about persistent, regular prayer and an attitude of 
prayerfulness throughout the day.  It is a life of communion with God.  It is the life pictured 
by Jesus in John 15:4-5. 

 
John 15:4-5- “Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the 
vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. 5 I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in 
me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.” 
 
Illustration:  Jesus’ picture of the vine and branches helps us understand our continual need for 
communion with God through prayer.  A branch that is cut off from the vine is not going to be able to 
bear fruit.  It has been cut off from the source of its life and power to bear fruit.  In the same way, if you 
do not dwell closely with God through continual, regular prayer, you are cutting yourself off from the 
source of power that you need to bear spiritual fruit for God.   This requires faith and continual prayer.   
Application: Where are we going to find the strength to endure broken marriage vows, serious disease, 
or just the grind of tight finances?  If we try to just gut those things out through determination and will 
power, eventually, we will fail.  But if we commune deeply with God, coming to Him again and again in 
prayer, we are promised to have the strength we need to honor God even in the midst of great 
suffering.  Some of you here this morning are suffering greatly.  I have spoken with many of you about 
your suffering over a meal.  And I am grateful for the way you are glorifying God in your suffering.  
Keep drawing near to Christ.  The power you need to endure your trials well is found in Him!   
 

B. How is it that we can pray “without ceasing”?   It is only possible because we are “in 
Christ.”  As Christians, we have been commanded to “pray always” but we need to 
remember what a privilege it is to pray to the Living God.  How is it that we have the right to 
come before a Holy God and offer continual prayer?  This privilege has been given to us 
because we are “in Christ Jesus.”  Again, “for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you” 
(5:18).   

 
Hebrews 4:15-16- “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 
but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. 16 Let us then with confidence 
draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” 
 

C. What will help us pray “without ceasing”?  Remembering that God is our Father will help 
us pray without ceasing.  We must admit that we are slow to pray to our Heavenly Father, 
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but He is not slow to hear, is He?  His ears are always ready to hear our prayers, cries, 
groans, and thanksgivings.  Commenting on praying to God our Father, Martin Lloyd-Jones 
wrote: 

 
Remember that you are approaching the almighty, eternal, ever-blessed holy God.  But 
remember also that that God, in Christ, has become your Father, who not only knows all about 
you in the sense that He is omniscient, He knows all about you also in that sense that a fathers 
knows all about his child.  He knows what is good for the child.  Put these two things together. 
God in His almightiness is looking at you with holy love and knows your every need.  He hears 
your every sigh and loves you with an everlasting love.  He desires nothing so much as your 
blessing, your happiness, your joy and your prosperity.  Then remember this, that He ‘is able to 
do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think’.  As your ‘Father which is in heaven’ 
He is much more anxious to bless you than you are to be blessed.1 

 
With such a God as our Father we have every reason to “pray without ceasing.” 
 

III. Give thanks in all circumstances…for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you 
 

A. Christian, God has given you the ability to have joy despite the circumstances in this life.  
Christian, God has given you continual, intimate access to God through prayer so that 
you can both delight yourself in God and bring glory to God through your life.  
Therefore, it makes sense that Paul commands the Thessalonians and us to “give thanks 
in all circumstances” (5:18).  This past Thursday we took time to give thanks for God’s 
blessings in this life.  We have commented that this is a natural thing to do.  But 
remember, the duty and privilege of Christians is to give thanks to God in all things—
both the good and the bad.  The Thessalonians were facing persecution for following 
Christ (1:6), and yet Paul calls them to give thanks in all circumstances, even 
persecution.  This was God’s will for them.  And giving thanks in all circumstances is 
God’s will for us. 

 
a. How are we to “give thanks in all circumstances”?  We just need to be honest 

about this—our world is broken.  Things aren’t the way they should be.  Bad 
things happen to everyone.  Even the children of God suffer in this life.  Many of 
you are suffering seriously this morning.  How do you give thanks when your 
back won’t let you walk, sit, or lie down without exquisite pain?  How do you 
give thanks after battling cancer year after year?  How do you give thanks when 
you pass through a season of dark temptations that you are afraid to share with 
anyone because you fear that if anyone knew the blasphemous, evil, or violent 
thoughts that assailed you they would turn away from you in disgust?  How do 
you give thanks when your life seems to be spiraling out of control?   
 

b. There is only one answer—by faith.  When we believe what God has told us 
about Himself and His purpose for us in Christ Jesus, we are free to give thanks 
despite our circumstances.  Listen to this great truth from Romans 8:28. 

 

                                                           
1
 From a sermon entitled “When You Pray” by Martyn Lloyd- Jones in Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, 

vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmanns Publishing Co., 1999 reprint), 56. 
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Romans 8:28- “And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those 
who are called according to his purpose.” 
 

Paul makes a big claim here, but our ability to give thanks in all circumstances 
depends on resting in and acting upon this truth. 

 
1. In order to give thanks in all circumstances we must believe that God is able 

(that God is strong enough and wise enough) to work all circumstances in 
our lives for our good.  The Bible teaches us that God is all-powerful and 
all-knowing.  He is able to work all the circumstances in our lives for our 
good. 
   

2. In order to give thanks, we must believe that God is willing to work all 
things together for our good.  We know that God is for us because He sent 
His Son Jesus to die on the cross to save us from our sins.   

 
Romans 8:31-32- “What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? 32 He 
who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us 
all things?”       
   

3. In order to give thanks, we must believe that what we have received in 
Christ Jesus is greater than whatever we might lose in this life.  Jesus Christ 
is a better treasure than anything this world can provide. 

 
2 Corinthians 4:16-18- “So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is 
being renewed day by day. 17 For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of 
glory beyond all comparison, 18 as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are 
unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.”  
Illustration:  Imagine that you are a multi-millionaire with 10 million dollars sitting in the bank.  One day 
you are walking through town and someone jumps out in front of you with a gun and demands you give 
him your wallet.  Now your wallet has $200 in it.  How are you going to respond after the robber runs 
away?  You might be a little shaken up, but are you going to be distraught over the loss of the $200?  
No!  You have far greater riches safely housed in the bank.  This is the life of a Christian.  Trials and 
difficulties may come, but our treasure is safe!  God is our treasure and He can never be taken from us.  
The Christian has everything he needs to continually give thanks despite the trials of this life, because 
God is the Christian’s great reward.    
 
Christian, “give thanks in all circumstances, for this is the will of God for you in Christ Jesus.” 
 
“In Christ Jesus”—The Gospel 
 
 As I meditated on these verses this week, it became clear just how important that little phrase 
“in Christ Jesus” (5:18) is for believers.  God’s will is that we would live lives of joy, prayer, and 
thanksgiving.  But all of this is “in Christ Jesus.”  In other words, these are commands for Christians, 
those who follow Jesus Christ.  If your understanding of Christianity is that is a nice system of morality 
that teaches people to follow a list of do’s and don’ts so that a nice god will reward them in heaven, 
then you do not understand Christianity at all.  Christianity is Jesus Christ.  The heart of Christianity is 
the Gospel.  The Gospel message helps us rejoice and give thanks in a broken world.  Before we were 



8 
 

in Christ we were a broken people.  Our brokenness might have looked like an addiction to drugs and 
alcohol.  Or it might have looked like an addiction to church attendance, religious pride, and the praise 
of men.  But the Gospel has rescued us in Christ.  When Adam and Eve rejected God’s good rule and fell 
into sin, they brought the whole Creation down with them.  Each of us was born into a broken world.  
But Jesus came to restore what had been broken.  He lived a perfect life in devastated world.  He died a 
bloody death on a cruel cross to mend our broken relationship with God.  Then He rose from the dead 
demonstrating His total victory over sin and death and hell!  All of us who have turned from our sin and 
trusted in Christ have tasted something of what it means to be healed.  Our healing won’t be complete 
in this life, but the Day of the restoration of all things is coming.  We rejoice, pray, and give thanks in 
hope because God has promised to complete the good work He began in us (Phil. 1:6).  If you are not in 
Christ, we invite you to turn to Christ this morning and be healed. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 You see ultimate healing is God’s plan for those who follow Jesus.  So we can rejoice and give 
thanks!  Really, the only ones who have any reason to live a life of continual joy, prayer, and 
thanksgiving are those who have experienced the perfect forgiveness and acceptance of God that 
available in Christ Jesus.  When Paul commands, “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all 
circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you”  (1 Thess. 5:16-18), he is commanding 
Christians to do things that make perfect sense in light of the fact that, “in Christ Jesus,” God is our 
Savior and heaven in our eternal home.  Our good God’s will is that we would live lives of constant joy, 
communion with Him through prayer, and thanksgiving.  This life is so short—we are a mist that 
appears at dawn but then quickly fades away when the sun rises (James 4:14).  But heaven—eternity, 
life with God forever and ever—is long.  And so it makes sense that Paul commands us to do here in 
our passage the very things we will do forever and ever in heaven.  Heaven is a place of eternal joy, 
thanksgiving, and communion with God. 
 
Let’s pray… 


