IT ALL BEGINS WITH FAITH

1 Thess. 5:18-22

Dec. 11, 2011


We've all had discussions that started out okay, but turned heated and maybe even morphed into general ugliness. This happens most of all in the marriage, which is likened to two feral tomcats shoved into a paper bag with no way out. 


When the discussion becomes tense between husband and wife, a word tends to make its way into the conversation, and when used can cause an otherwise innocent chat to quickly devolve into a massive breakdown of communication.


Those words are: Always and never. It seems the more heated the discussion, the more those words tend to be bandied about with alarming regularity. They slip in, almost unnoticed at first, but the hearer eventually notices and that's when things turn bad. Use those words and you can pretty much guarantee you'll regret it later.


For example: the wife may say to the husband in a moment of frustration, “You NEVER listen to me.” And the husband may say to the wife, equally frustrated, “You ALWAYS say that.” Now, granted it may be true that husbands do tend to have selective hearing, especially if a game is on and the score is close, still, it must also be granted that he does hear what his wife says, even if he says “Huh?” And it may be equally true that while the wife USUALLY hurls that accusation at him, she may not every time. Wives, I hear your pain. Husbands, I didn't catch that, there was a flag thrown on the play. 


Anyway, many family and marriage counselors advise couples to try hard not to use those two words, because the absoluteness of those two words are seldom, well, NEVER, true. The words are used in most instances because the speaker is immensely angered at the time and doesn't seem to be getting the point across, while the other person is either not listening very well or is being obstinate. If you want to derail the discussion, just calmly insert one of those words into the discussion, and duck, because the fireworks will commence. 


See, as you all know, “always” and “never” are absolutes. They create an all-or-nothing position, and are infinite in scope. Always means all the time, for all time, without end, without fail, no exclusions and no exceptions. And conversely, never means at no time, without fail, without limit, no way, no how. 


Knowing this as we do about these two words, when we come across them in God's Word, they give us reason to pause. And they create not a little doubt. Their occurrence brings questions to mind, especially as it pertains to our understanding of the meaning of those words. Questions like: Did the speaker really mean to use “always”? 


Such as this: Moses tells the people, “You shall therefore love the LORD your God and keep his charge, his statutes, his rules, and his commandments always.” Or when Jesus tells the parable of the wicked judge and the woman, Luke introduced the parable by saying, “And He told them a parable that they ought ALWAYS to pray and not lose heart.” Really, always? As in every time, every minute of every day, every day, without end, without fail, no exceptions, no excuses? Gulp. Head hung low. Sigh.  


What are supposed to be encouraging words for us today can become burdensome words, commands that seem impossible in their demand. It would be one thing for St. Paul to say, “Rejoice whenever you can” or “Rejoice as often as you can.” Yes, we would agree. We'll try to do that. That's a good sentiment. And off we would go, till next Monday comes around. 


Likewise, if his encouragement was for us to “pray whenever you think of it”or “Pray several times a day.” We do, Paul. Several times a day, if you count the “Oh God”s we utter. Numerous little prayers are flung skyward during the day, so we could be content in knowing we have met God's expectations.


So also, “Give thanks often.” Try to count the number of times you say “Thank you” during the day. Quite a few. Mom would be proud. We say grace before meals, and when something really good happens or we hear of some good news, “Praise the Lord!” springs from our lips. 


Those are commands we can meet. They don't place unnecessary and undue pressure on Christians, as we already have pressure on us as it is. They allow us wiggle room, for those times when we don't feel like rejoicing or for those days when we're so tied up with other thoughts and cares that we just forget to pray or for those circumstances that do not call for thanksgiving, but rather sorrow or crying or anger.


But the problem with those commands is exactly why we find them attractive. They leave wiggle room. They don't set the bar high enough. Rather, they leave it so low that we can accomplish them and then, like we like to do, we can pat ourselves on the back and tell ourselves we did good. God must be proud of our occasional rejoicing, our intermittent thanksgiving, and our here and there prayers. 


Unfortunately for us, that's not what the Lord is telling us, commanding us, here, by the Holy Spirit's inspiration. Instead, these words are tight, uncompromising and well, impossible to keep. They leave no wiggle room, no allowance for forgetfulness or laziness or business. 


What, then are we to make of these words? Does Paul, and since he's being given these words by God, God, too, mean literally that we are to rejoice always, pray always, give thanks always? Exactly what is always? Every minute of every day? 


That's impossible. Not nearly impossible, but flat out impossible. Can't be done. That's the only conclusion that can be reached. We've got jobs to do, families to raise, life to live. Either he doesn't really mean always, or he is being rhetorical, giving an encouragement to us but not really meaning always in the strict and narrow understanding of the word. 


And while we're at it, exactly what does “rejoice”mean? Is that like, don't worry be happy? Is Paul saying here that we are to walk around with a perpetual smile on our face, frozen there, whether we are crying on the inside or not? Conversely, is he saying “Never be sad, never moan and groan, never be mad or upset or the least bit of anything but happy?” Which means we're going to have to fake it a lot. 



Something else: How does one give thanks when considering some of the stuff that happens to us? How can we be thankful for cancer? How do we give thanks for a car accident that wasn't our fault, yet totaled the car, the car that we're upside down in debt over, and oh joy, the insurance company gave us a pittance of a check? How is it possible to give thanks when wars continue to rage and perps continue to molest and natural disasters continue to kill thousands? There's nothing to be thankful for there.


And pray without ceasing? Not realistic. Okay, yes, we could pray more than we do. And longer than we do. The mind wanders so easily these days, that in the end praying for longer than a few minutes becomes a taxing and disappointing exercise. There are just too many distractions, too many other things to worry about, too many thoughts and voices clamoring in our heads. 


In the end, we have settled, haven't we? We have determined that Paul is not being literal here and with a sigh of relief, we're off the hook. We'll just have to do our best and try to rejoice more often, pray a few more minutes than we do now, and offer up thanks twice a day instead of just once. 


But what if? What if God really meant what He said and really does expect us to rejoice always, pray without ceasing and give thanks in all circumstances? Then what? Well, the only conclusion is that this is not attainable and we might as well not even try, for we're going to fail. And God knows it. 


There is an understanding about such passages as this that may help here. It's called the Gospel imperative. That is, what God commands, he provides. For example, Jesus says that we are to be perfect, as His Father in heaven is perfect. Because God commands it, God will provide it. Jesus also says that it is only by faith that one can be saved. What God commands, what God expects in order to grant salvation, is faith in Christ. And what He expects, He provides. As He told the Pharisees one day when they asked, “What must we do to do the works of God?”, Jesus answered, “This is the work of God, that you believe in Him whom He has sent.” What Jesus meant was that the work of faith is God's work, what God does in and through a person, not what the person must do for God. 


The first place, then to start, in comprehending the import of these words of Paul, from God, is to go where we must always go when we are faced with our own shortcomings. To the cross. Down on our knees, in humble repentance. For we have given up. We cannot do this on our own, for we are fallible, fallen creatures. We have not tried to rejoice always, pray always, give thanks always. We've sometimes not even given it a token effort. 


That's why we're at the cross. For there, on Jesus, are our imperfections. All our lack of trying, all our failure to meet the high standards of God, all our disobedience of His commands, have been cast upon Him. He is suffering there for us. He is being crucified for us. He is dying there, because we failed to rejoice always, give thanks always, and pray always. He's there because we are imperfect.


But He is and was. Perfect in every way. He did rejoice always, give thanks always, and pray always. Therefore, Jesus is up there, bleeding and dying to make sure the Father credits our account with his perfect life. By virtue of Jesus' suffering and death, we are the righteous. We are the perfect, because He was perfect in our place. 


Then, his resurrection is the confirmation that the Father has accepted this sacrifice as what was needed. It is done, he cried as he died, and the empty tomb echoes that conclusion throughout time. We are saved by grace, God's grace, through faith, given us in baptism and by the Word. 


Now, by faith in Jesus, with God's declaration of our innocence ringing in our ears and canceling out our failures, we can return to these words of Paul. St. Paul tells us this is God's will for us, in Christ. Which means, by faith in Jesus, God helps us to rejoice always, pray without ceasing, and give thanks in all circumstances. Joy, prayer, and thanksgiving form a foundational unity in the Christian life. 


Rejoicing always is an integral part of the Christian life. Joy is closely associated with the confidence we have in Christ by faith. Peter says that we share in Christ's sufferings, so that we may rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed. Joy in Christ is not determined by the circumstances that surround us. It is rather bound up and built up in the confident assurance of God's promises. Rejoicing comes from God's actions, not our troubles. To rejoice is to see God's hand in everything that occurs, whether good or bad, and to live with an attitude of simple trust that instills the certainty of God's steadfast grace. 


Thanksgiving comes when we remember daily our baptism, where God proclaimed us His own and washed away our sins. With the promise of eternal life, we are thankful to God every day for His countless blessings, especially realizing that forgiveness of sins is ours always, as well as the sure and certain promises of God's special care over us.


Prayer then becomes a daily exercise, as we live our lives ever ready to pray. It's like walking around, with a virtual connection to God all day. At any moment, when we pray, God hears. While it is impossible to pray always, we can always be in a spirit of readiness to pray and ever prepared to pray. 


Sanctification, the lifelong process of being made holy, finds expression in these three, rejoicing, giving thanks and praying. While it is impossible for us to do these always, we live by faith that God forgives us when we don't, and that in itself is reason enough to rejoice and give thanks. Yes, there will be days when we don't feel like rejoicing or giving thanks, yet a true and active faith will seek to rejoice and give thanks especially in hard times. Faith finds expression in these three, rejoicing, giving thanks and praying. God will keep us blameless until the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, for he is faithful and He will do what He has promised. Amen.
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