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1 Thessalonians 5:16-21

Listen for God’s Word:
“Don’t brush off Spirit-inspired messages,

but examine everything carefully and hang on to what is good.”
1 Thessalonians 5:20, 21 (Common English Bible)

The following is from Confronting Life’s Challenges: Sermons on the Struggles We Face 
which features sermons by Doug Hood, Greg Rapier, and John “Skip” Randolph.

wheN you Feel glaD

by Rev. Greg Rapier
Associate Pastor 

How do we know we’ve 
had an encounter with 
God?  That’s the question 
I’m wrestling with this 

morning.  In a world where God rarely 
speaks audibly, especially recently 
in a world where the headlines on 
the news lead us to question God’s 
whereabouts, where a growing 
percentage of the population doesn’t 
even believe in God, and where 
those of us who do believe in God do 
so in a passive way where we really 
don’t see God as an active agent in 
our lives, where we just live our lives 
and shoehorn God in where we can, 
where is God?
 
 To make it more personal, 
where do you see God?  How do you 
know when you’ve had an encounter 
with the divine?
 
 To answer that question, we’re 
going to begin today’s sermon with 
two godless stories.  Not godless 
in the sense that they’re morally 
bankrupt, but rather godless in 
the sense that neither story really 

appears	 to	 be	 about	God.	 	The	first	
story from my own life, the second 
from Scripture.  Yes, a Godless story 
from Scripture.
 
 Godless story number one:  It 
was the night before my wedding, 
about 11:30 p.m.  I should have 
been asleep but, of course, I wasn’t, 
because it was the night before my 
wedding.  I received a text from my 
friend, Shane, and her boyfriend, 
Jesse.  They were driving to In-N-
Out Burger, because that’s what you 

do when you live in California.  They 
had miraculously guessed that I was 
unable to sleep this night before my 
wedding.  Though it was borderline 
irresponsible when I should be 
sleeping, they asked if I wanted to 
join them.
 
 Naturally, I said yes.  Thirty 
minutes later, there I was, sitting 
in the back of their car in a well-
lit parking lot on what, as of a few 
minutes	 ago,	 was	 officially	 my	
wedding day.  I ate a cheeseburger 
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and fries.  We talked about how I 
wasn’t nervous, but excited, and 
about how I wasn’t going to be seeing 
Lissette again until the wedding itself 
when she was to walk down the aisle.  
I told them this whole In-N-Out 
situation was so weird, I’d probably 
end up using it in a sermon someday, 
but I just wasn’t sure how.  There 
was something about that moment, 
something I couldn’t articulate that 
felt oddly poignant.  A moment of 
stillness before everything was going 
to change.
 
 The next morning, two of my 
groomsmen took me out to breakfast.  
I was still full from the In-N-Out, 
so I ordered something small like 
toast.  If I were smarter, I would have 
had something more substantial, 
because Lissette and I were so busy 
during the wedding we forgot to 
eat!  We had our breakfast, then I 
lingered around the house for a bit 
and gradually made my way to the 
church to get ready.  When I arrived, 
Lissette was already there.  She and 
her bridesmaids had been getting 
ready in a room on the far side of 
the church, and even then, we were 
practicing social distancing.  It was 
all very carefully choreographed so 

our paths didn’t cross.
 
 Then came time for the service.  
I remember standing there with my 
pastor outside the Sanctuary door, just 
waiting to go in.  I was excited and 
all sorts of nervous.  I processed in.  
As the groomsmen and bridesmaids 
processed in, the organist messed up.  
He was supposed to play a soft little 
Bruno Mars number on the piano but 
instead he played Canon in D, which 
was going to be Lissette’s song.  
Lissette ended up walking down 
the aisle to Bruno Mars.  Let me 
tell you, as soon as those Sanctuary 
doors reopened and I saw my future 
wife, I did not care what song was 
playing.  I thought she would be 
the one struggling to keep things 
together.	 	 When	 I	 first	 saw	 her,	 it	
took all the strength I could muster to 
fight	back	my	tears.		It	was	a	flood	of	
emotion.  To this day, when I perform 
a wedding and everyone is standing 
for the bride, I sneak a glance to my 
side, because I like to see the groom 
see the bride.
 
 Godless story number two:  This 
one’s from Scripture.  The Jewish 
Esther marries a powerful king who 
does not know she is Jewish.  She’s 

not the king’s only wife, so they 
don’t interact the way we think of 
when we think of a modern couple.  
Remember, this is way back in the 
day, and Esther’s a woman, so she’s 
very subservient to her husband, let 
alone her king.  Even speaking out of 
turn could get her killed.
 
 The king’s chief minister, 
Haman, had come up with a plot to 
massacre all the Jews in the empire.  
With the persuasion of Esther’s 
cousin, Mordechai, Esther decides 
to confront her king to tell him about 
Haman’s plot and try to stop it, even 
though it could mean death for her.
 
 Then, in a scene with so much 
tension it feels ripped straight from 
a Quentin Tarantino movie, Esther, 
the king, and Haman share a meal 
together at a banquet table.  Haman 
wants Esther and her people killed, 
Esther wants to see Haman killed.  
More than that, she wants to save 
her life and the lives of her people.  
Unbeknownst to Haman, Esther 
plans on telling the king as much 
during this meal.  If this goes well, 
she’ll have saved her people.  If this 
goes poorly, she’ll end up dead by 
night’s end.
 
 “What do you want?” the king 
asks.  Esther looks at the king, 
then Haman, then back at the king.  
Finally, she says, “I am a Jew.  This 
man, your most trusted advisor, wants 
to kill me and my people.  What do I 
want?  I want to live.”
 
 The king deliberates, and 
eventually he rules in Esther’s favor.  
He sends Haman to be killed, and all 
the Jews throughout the land rejoice 
and feast.  The feast of Purim is 
celebrated by Jews to this day.
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 Here’s the thing, and this is why 
Esther is literally a godless story:  
In the entire Book of Esther, ten 
chapters, God is never mentioned.  
Not once.  There are actually two 
Books in the Bible that don’t mention 
God.  The other is Song of Songs, 
your go-to source for biblical erotic 
love poetry.  Look it up.  Or don’t.
 
 My question is this:  Why do 
our Scriptures have entire books that 
don’t mention God?  What do these 
godless stories tell us about God’s 
presence in our lives and in the 
world?
 
 If our lives seem godless 
in that we live our lives without 
burning bushes speaking to us and 
without seas parting miraculously; 
if our lives are godless in that we’ve 
never walked on water or witnessed 
someone rise from the dead; if our 
lives are godless in that we can live 
our whole lives without thinking of 
or discussing God; and if the Book 
of Esther is godless in the sense 
that God is never discussed, never 
thought of, never mentioned, then 
maybe there’s an overlap between 
the Book of Esther and our lives.
 
 Maybe, and just humor me 
here, this is an outlandish claim, 

maybe Esther is in the Bible for a 
reason.  Crazy, I know.  I hope they 
don’t revoke my degree for that one.  
Maybe God is there in Esther, not 
on the page, but between the lines.  
Maybe, if we can unlock that, if 
we	 can	 find	God	 in	 Esther,	 we	 can	
also	 find	God	 in	 our	 lives.	 	Maybe	
the Book of Esther wasn’t godless 
all along.  Maybe our lives aren’t 
godless either.
 
 First	Thessalonians	chapter	five	
connects God’s will with everything 
that is good.  The Scripture says, 
rejoice always, (be glad always), 
because that is God’s will…examine 
everything carefully and hang onto 
what is good.
 
 In other words, hang onto what 
is good because that is God’s will.  
Because God’s will is good, we are 
to rejoice.
 
 I want to take a moment to 
clarify that we often think about 
God’s will completely wrong.  
When someone dies and we say 
oh, God wanted another angel, or 
if we experience a hardship in our 
lives, and we say God-willing, I’ll 
get through it, I get the sentiment, 
but we’re actually shortchanging 
God.  God wants us to get through it.  

God wills us to get through it.  God 
promises that, one way or another, 
we will get through it.  God’s will is 
that we all experience wholeness in 
this life and the next.  God doesn’t 
will us to suffer and to die and to 
experience pain.  What sort of parent 
wants that for their child?  Not a very 
good one, I’ll tell you that much.
 
 God is good.  Our Scriptures 
are very clear, so let me repeat that 
again: God is good.  All the time, 
God is good.  God’s will is good.  
God wills for good to happen, not 
bad.  God is good.  Literally.  I don’t 
mean literally the way my generation 
uses the term, I mean literally, God is 
good.  God equals good.
 
 When First Thessalonians tells 
us to examine everything carefully 
and hang onto what is good, it’s 
telling us to hang onto God.  It’s 
also	 telling	 us	 where	 to	 find	 God.		
Because God is present in the good.  
Friends, where there is good there is 
God, and where there is God, there 
is good.  First John tells us that God 
is love.  Again, literally, God is love.  
God equals love.  Where there is love 
there is God, and where there is God 
there is love.
 
 Now, friends, we have two 
guideposts	 for	 finding	 God,	 don’t	
we?  Where there is good, there is 
God.  That’s guidepost number one.  
Guidepost number two: where there 
is love, there is God.
 
 In the Book of Esther, where 
do we see love?  Where do we see 
good?  Finding God is as simple as 
that.  God is present in Mortacai’s 
love and his sense of justice, as he 
lovingly urges his niece Esther to 
do what is good.  God is present in 
Esther’s courageous call to do what 
is right at that dinner table, where 
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Esther is afraid to do what is good, but 
knows that she must.  God is there in 
the king’s heart as the king lovingly 
listens to his wife when she speaks 
something brash, and when he rules in 
her favor anyway.  Finally, God is with 
the Jewish people in their gladness 
and in their joy as they partake in the 
Purim feast, for something good had 
happened, and that was God’s will.
 
 Friends, we can use these same 
guideposts	 to	 find	 God	 in	 our	 lives.		
Where we see love, we see God.  And, 
where we see good, we see God.
 
 There was something 
fundamentally good, irresponsible 
maybe, but good, about my friends 
taking me to In-N-Out Burger the night 
before my wedding when I couldn’t 
sleep.  It’s hard to put into words the 

same way God is sometimes hard to 
put into words.  As I ate a cheeseburger 
at midnight in a harshly lit parking lot, 
I experienced something good, and I 
felt loved.  I felt happy.  I felt God.
 
 I felt God the next morning as I 
shared breakfast with my groomsmen.  
I felt God there waiting in the church 
with my good and loving friends.  And 
then, when that silly Bruno Mars song 
played	 on	 the	 organ,	 when	 finally,	
at the peak of a long day, I saw my 
bride, as I felt an outpouring of joy 
and of love and of gladness, you better 
believe I felt the presence of God.
 
 What about you?  Where are the 
places in your life you’ve encountered 
love?  What makes you happy?  What 
has made you feel the most alive 
lately?  When have you felt glad?  

Where have you experienced good?  
Because that, friends, is where you’ve 
experienced God.
 
 When you feel glad, know that 
you are feeling something else too, 
God with you and in you.  When you 
feel alive, know that that is God’s 
will for you to experience life in all 
its glory.  When you feel love, and 
feel loved, and see love acted out in 
the world, know that you are bearing 
witness to the very essence of God.  
Amen.    l


