
Essential Church 
Responsibilities, Pt 3
1 Thessalonians 5:16–18  



1 Thess 4:1–5:22 – Instructions for What Is Lacking

4:1–12

Commands 
regarding God-

Pleasing Conduct

4:13–18

Instruction 
regarding the 
Dead in Christ

5:1–11

Reminders 
regarding the 

Day of the Lord

5:12–22

Exhortations regarding 
Church Life

vv. 12–13 - Leaders

vv. 14–15 - Assembly

vv. 16–18 – Worship

vv. 19–22 - Prophecy



“Rejoice always; 
pray without ceasing; 

in everything give thanks; 
for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” 

—1 Thessalonians 5:16–18



OVERVIEW

• Paul transitions from a focus on horizontal duties (to 
leaders and each other, vv. 12–15), to vertical ones.

• He highlights a triad of obligations pertaining to 
worship: rejoicing, praying, thanksgiving.

• While each relates directly to the inner life, they must 
still be understood in their corporate context. 

• This triad reflects the heart of Paul’s instruction on 
worship throughout his letters.



• Paul’s three imperatives serve as pillars to a healthy life 
in a fallen world. 

• They are particularly relevant considering our culture’s 
obsession with all things therapeutic.

• The majority believes that the highest priority is the 
human self and the need to feel good.

• In contrast, Paul teaches that true health will be found 
in a mindset that is explicitly theocentric at all times
and in every circumstance.



III. The Responsibilities of Church Members to God 
(5:16–18)

Three Exhortations:

A. Expand your soul’s happiness (v. 16).

B. Exercise your soul’s dependence (v. 17).

C. Extend your soul’s gratitude (v. 18).



A.  Expand your soul’s happiness. 

“Rejoice always” (v. 16).

• “always” – first in word order for emphasis.

• “Rejoice” – “to be in a state of happiness and well-
being.”

• “Christian joy is a good feeling in the soul, produced by 
the Holy Spirit, as he causes us to see the beauty of 
Christ in the word and in the world.” –John Piper



• “Joy” is a common theme in Paul’s letters. 

▪ Romans 12:12 – “rejoicing in hope . . .”

▪ 2 Corinthians 6:10 – “as sorrowful yet always 
rejoicing . . .”

▪ Philippians 3:1a – “Finally, my brethren, rejoice in 
the Lord.”

▪ Philippians 4:4 – “Rejoice in the Lord always; 
again I will say, rejoice!”



• Paul believed that despite suffering and hardship, the 
Christian life was ultimately one of rejoicing. 

• Joy is a distinguishing mark of real Christianity.

• This joy stood it direct contrast to the 
pessimism, despair, and fatalism of the 
first-century. 

• Most of the occurrences of the term 
“joy” (χαρά, chara) in Greek literature 
is in Christian—not pagan—writings.



• Jesus Christ came to establish joy.

▪ John 15:11 – “These things I have spoken to you 
so that My joy may be in you, and that your joy 
may be made full.”

• The Holy Spirit came to produce joy.

▪ Galatians 5:22 – “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, 
joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness.” 



“No one is really happy merely because 
he has what he wants, but only if he 

wants things he ought to want.”

“There is a joy which is not given to the 
ungodly, but to those who love Thee for 
Thine own sake, whose joy Thou Thyself 
art. And this is the happy life, to rejoice 
to Thee, of Thee, for Thee; this it is, and 

there is no other.”

—Augustine



“They are the happiest Christians, 
who have the lowest thoughts of 

themselves, and in whose eyes Jesus 
is most glorious and precious.”

—John Newton



Applications

• Increasing joy is to be the Christian experience 
in everything—not just when it is easy.

• Beware of your own self as the greatest killjoy.

• To remain in regular periods of sadness 
transgresses the will of God.

• The more we know God particularly as 
revealed in Christ, the happier our soul will be.



B. Exercise your soul’s dependence.

“pray without ceasing” (v. 17).

• “without ceasing” – “persistently, constantly”; first in 
word order for emphasis.

• “pray” – the comprehensive term that coveres all 
forms of approach to God.

• Prayer highlights the Christian’s conscious dependency 
on God for everything for which he prays.



“[Without ceasing] does not mean some sort of formal, 
nonstop praying. Rather, it implies constantly recurring 
prayer growing out of a settled attitude of dependence 
on God. Whether words are uttered or not, lifting the 

heart to God while occupied with miscellaneous duties 
is the vital thing. Verbalized prayer will be spontaneous 

and will punctuate one’s daily schedule.”

—Robert Thomas, “1 Thessalonians,” 431–32



• Fervent prayer is a common theme in Paul’s letters. 

▪ Romans 12:12c – “. . . devoted to prayer.” 

▪ Philippians 4:6 – “Be anxious for nothing, but in 
everything by prayer and supplication with 
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to 
God.”

▪ Colossians 4:2 – “Devote yourselves to prayer, 
keeping alert in it with an attitude of
thanksgiving.”



• Paul was not one to command something he himself 
did not follow. 

▪ 1 Thessalonians 1:2 – “We give thanks 
to God always for all of you, making 
mention of you in our prayers.”

▪ 1 Thessalonians 3:10 – “as we night 
and day keep praying most earnestly 
that we may see your face, and may 
complete what is lacking in your 
faith?”



• Paul believed that an ever-increasing sense of 
dependency on God was critical for the Christian life. 

• God-directed dependency is another distinguishing 
mark of real Christianity.

• As former idolators (1:9) the Thessalonians would have 
been somewhat familiar with the concept of prayer.

• Pagan prayer, however, was generally an attempt at 
manipulation to secure favor from a particular deity.

• Christian prayer approaches God as a gracious father.



• Jesus Christ intercedes in our praying.

▪ Hebrews 7:25 – “Therefore He is able also to save 
forever those who draw near to God through Him, 
since He always lives to make intercession for 
them.”

• The Holy Spirit empowers our praying.

• Ephesians 6:18 – “With all prayer and petition 
pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, 
be on the alert with all perseverance and petition 
for all the saints.”



“Prayer is beyond any question the 
highest activity of the human soul. 
Man is at his greatest and highest 

when upon his knees he comes 
face to face with God.”

—D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones



Applications

• Christian growth is about mortifying the 
attitude of independence.

• God-focused dependency should permeate all 
we do.

• Such dependency is not only expressed in 
formal prayer times; it is an attitude of faith 
expressed throughout the duties of the day.

• Giving up on prayer is not an option.



C. Extend your soul’s gratitude.

“in everything give thanks” (v. 18a).

• “in everything” – not for everything but in every 
circumstance; again placed first for emphasis.

• “give thanks” – “to express 
gratitude”; a present-tense 
imperative.



• The command to be grateful permeates Paul’s teaching.

▪ Ephesians 5:4 – “and there must be no filthiness 
and silly talk, or coarse jesting . . . but rather giving 
of thanks.”

▪ Philippians 4:6 – “Be anxious for nothing, but in 
everything by prayer and supplication with 
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to 
God.”

▪ Colossians 3:17 – “Whatever you do in word or 
deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving 
thanks through Him to God the Father.”



• Paul taught that no circumstance or experience can be 
written off as ultimately harmful to the Christian.

• Gratitude directly acknowledges God sovereignty, 
wisdom, and causation. 

• Romans 8:28 – “And we know that God causes all things 
to work together for good to those who love God, to 
those who are called according to His purpose.”

• Gratitude is another distinguishing mark of real 
Christianity.



• The Spirit-less life is characterized by ingratitude.

▪ Romans 1:21 – “For even though they knew God, 
they did not honor Him as God or give thanks, but 
they became futile in their speculations, and their 
foolish heart was darkened.”

• The Spirit-filled life produces gratitude.

▪ Ephesians 5:18-20 – “be filled with the Spirit . . . 
always giving thanks for all things in the name of 
our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father.”



“Thankfulness to God is a 
recognition that God in His 

goodness and faithfulness has 
provided for us and cared for us, 

both physically and spiritually. It is a 
recognition that we are totally 

dependent upon Him; that all that 
we are and have comes from God.”

—Jerry Bridges



Applications

• Pride suffocates gratitude. Stop giving yourself 
the credit for the good things you enjoy.

• Improve your memory—it keeps gratitude 
fresh and constant. 

• Increase your sensitivity—it keeps gratitude 
quick and easy.

• Find the reason—thanksgiving may not always 
be for, but it is always in.



BASIS: This is God’s will.

“for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus” (v. 18b).

• “this” – points back not just to the third duty of 
thanksgiving (v. 18a), but to all three (vv. 16–18a).

• “God’s will” – not a mere suggestion or human idea, 
but God’s revealed word on the matter (see 4:3).

• “in Christ Jesus” – He is the pattern and source; He 
modeled it, and believers are united to Him.


