
1 Thessalonians 5, verses 16 to 24 

Instructions for Advent, or what to do while you’re waiting 

“How are you doing, Jonathan ?” I asked.  

Jonathan had recently been sacked from a very good job as manager of a hospitality outlet in 

Norfolk, and was now both separated from his wife and unemployed. And his answer, in his 

gorgeous Irish accent was “Oh, keeping positive, very, very positive.” 

I guess he was saying that he wasn’t sitting back, but that he was going out to look for another job.  

“How are you today, Sally ?” I asked 

Sally had recently received a very poor prognosis, and was coming to terms with this. And the 

Norfolk accent is always more tricky:  “Oh, keeping positive, well, you have to keep positive, don’t 

you ?” 

I both admire that attitude but  I also find it a bit worrying. People facing difficult situation do 

themselves no favours if they’re not really honest with themselves, acknowledging that it’s grim, 

but then also having the courage to make positive plans and not go into a spiral of self-pity. A  

difficult balance.  

And I think that balance is struck well in this list of instructions for Advent. What list, you may well 

ask ? Well, it’s today’s reading. The Thessalonian early church were in a state of great  excitement 

about Jesus’ return, which they thought was going to happen any day.  Some of them had even 

given up their jobs as a result.  

So the writer of this letter wants to get them back on the right lines and gives a set of instructions 

for what to do while you are waiting. One of them was get your job back. But there are others in 

this list of instructions for while you’re waiting, which we can apply today as instructions for 

Advent, the period of waiting for Christmas  

One of them, going back to being positive is “Give thanks in all circumstances”. 

The preposition here is all important. There is all the difference in the world between ‘look at 

someone’, ‘look after someone’, ‘look out for someone’, and to ‘look in on’ someone when you’re 

passing.  The preposition changes everything.  It does not say “Give thanks for all circumstances” 

but “in all circumstances.” This pandemic has been a bad thing – I hardly need to catalogue 

different ways in which people have suffered as a result.  But it’s probably wider than we realise: I 

learned this week that there’s been a whole new cohort of rough sleepers in our cities. Although 

for most folk I talk to , the one I hear most is just a longing for a big family gathering,  or be hugged 

by someone or at least being able to shake hands. 

We cannot call a bad thing good.  

So what is “give thanks in all circumstances” ? 

It means what we say in every Communion service: “Jesus took bread and gave you thanks, he 

broke it…”  And let’s think about that: as he breaks it, he’s  visually saying ‘my body is about to be 

broken’. And he took bread and gave you thanks…. 



“Give thanks IN all circumstances” is  Paul and Silas, after being flogged and thrown into jail, 

managing to sing hymns to God while they’re in the stocks. Some of those hymns must have 

involved thanks. Not thanking God for the day they’d been having, but thanking Him IN the 

situation.  

An idea I commend as an Advent habit: at the end of each day, regardless of whether it’s been a 

great day or a trying day, or an utterly ordinary day, simply think of 5 things that you are thankful 

for from that day and say thank you.   

“Give thanks in all circumstances.” And strangely enough, in the end, that helps to nurture a more 

positive and balanced outlook.  

One other, from this list to the church who were waiting:   

“pray continually”.  

But before we think, that’s too silly for words, it clearly does NOT mean praying 24 hours a day. If 

it did, we’d never sleep, have difficulty talking to anyone and wouldn’t get much work done.   

So, what does it mean ? 

A lot of us here are keen walkers. If you go for a  walk with someone you know really well, you 

don’t need to talk the whole time. There can be such a thing as companionable silence, when you 

say nothing for several minutes. And then you chat for a while. Then maybe a bit more silence, all 

the time pleased to have their company. That’s pray continually.  

I was once walking along a street in London with a wide pavement, and a man in front of me 

stopped, took a prayer mat out of his backpack, worked out which way Mecca was, went to the 

side of the pavement so he wasn’t in anyone’s way, and spent 5 minutes saying his Muslim prayers 

at that time of day, before then carrying on with his business. That’s a type of pray continually.  

For the Western church which really puts all its focus on Sunday worship, it’s good to remember 

that it hasn’t always been that way, and there are a million and one ways of praying continually: 

Giving thanks before a meal ; saying a quick arrow prayer when you hear an ambulance siren ; or, 

maybe during Advent, every time you open a Christmas card from, for example,  Maureen and 

Tom, just a quick, ‘Lord, be close to and bless Maureen and Tom today’. All ways of punctuating 

the day with prayer.  

“Give thanks in all circumstances”, “pray continually” 

 

It’s all part of the getting ready for the Lord to come.   

 

 

 

 


