
3 Advent  December 13, 2020 
Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11; 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24; John 1:6-8,19-28; Psalm 126 

―Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of 

God …test everything; hold fast to what is good; abstain from every form of evil.‖ 

 

Rules for life—that’s what Paul wrote to the Thessalonians. Live this way and you will live a life 

that fulfills what God is asking of you. Seems pretty simple. And yet I bet you’ve found it a bit 

more difficult to actually live it day in and day out.  

 

Test everything. Hold fast to what is good. Abstain from every form of evil. How can I test 

everything when too often I don’t have all the information I need – or want – in order to make a 

decision about what is good. How do I hold fast to what is good when those I love and trust 

define what is good in a different light than I do? Life, for me, is too often very ambiguous while 

for others it is clear. The rule for life that Paul lays out for us can be troubling in its execution.  

 

I do agree, and hope you do, too, that we should rejoice always. We should pray always. We 

should give thanks in all circumstances. God is great even when we don’t understand. God is 

present even when bad things happen to good people. Even when bad things happen to us. 

 

Lately I’ve been troubled by a theology that seems to pop up that God is love and therefore a 

loving God wouldn’t permit bad things to happen to people. The rote answer is that our world is 

broken by sin. And that God gives human beings free will, and when we have free will, we 

sometimes make bad decisions and as a result some bad things happen to good people.   

 

I wonder what your experience of love has been. Has love always been kind, generous, 

thoughtful, life-giving. Or has love sometimes been harsh. Has something done in love ever led 

to ―bad things happening to good people?‖ Think of an intervention – when someone is addicted 

and the family seeks the long-term good for the addicted person by cutting them off or even 

having them involuntarily committed. It’s never easy to be part of an intervention. Sometimes, it 

can be necessary for the long-term good of the person. And sometimes it doesn’t work. The 

person persists in life-destroying behavior. That can then lead to the necessity of cutting ties with 

the person as heartbreaking as that can be. 

 

Even in these cases, though, we need to pray without ceasing. We still need to give thanks to 

God – albeit perhaps thanks mixed up with sorrow for the many ways in which we fail to hold 

fast to good and we sometimes fail to abstain from evil. We can feel God’s presence and comfort 

even as we sorrow and even as we despair of ever knowing why something has happened.  

 

One of the evening news programs weekly runs a profile of some people who have died in the 

last week from COVID. Again and again these profiles speak to the person being a loving 

person, a committed person, someone who had family or a passion that animated their life. You 

can feel the sorrow of that death. You can ask ―why, God. Why this person‖? We simply don’t 

know. But those brief moments on the television raise that person up. They help us, who too 

often seem to take in only bad news, remember some of those who live life faithfully and 

joyfully. Are the people profiled Christian? I have no idea. I somehow doubt that each one of 

them is. But that doesn’t really matter. What matters to me is that we celebrate- even as we 

mourn, that this person was loved. This person had something they deeply cared about and was 

deeply cared about by their family and friends. These profiles are one way we can give thanks in 

all circumstances. Join me, as you hear or read about those who have died from COVID in 

giving thanks for that life. Give thanks for that child of God, who was loved by God, and loved 

by family and friends. Give thanks. Amen.   


