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A Cheerful Wish Prayer 
 1 Thess 3:7-13 
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Intro:  
Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians, written about 20 years after the death 
and resurrection of Christ, is the oldest existing piece of Christian literature.  
Paul helped establish the church of Thessalonica, but he was only able to be 
with them for a short while.  However, during his brief time with them he 
established a very deep connection.  He had an intense desire to return to them, 
but due to circumstances was unable to do so.  Anxious about the stability of 
their new-found faith, Paul sent Timothy, his fellow missionary, to 
Thessalonica to support and encourage these new Christians.  Timothy 
returned with good news of their faith and love.  It is here we pick up in Paul’s 
letter.  Hear now the Word of God: 
 
7For this reason, brothers and sisters, during all our distress and persecution we 
have been encouraged about you through your faith. 8For we now live, if you 
continue to stand firm in the Lord. 9How can we thank God enough for you 
in return for all the joy that we feel before our God because of you? 10Night 
and day we pray most earnestly that we may see you face to face and restore 
whatever is lacking in your faith. 

11Now may our God and Father himself and our Lord Jesus direct our way to 
you. 12And may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one 
another and for all, just as we abound in love for you. 13And may he so 
strengthen your hearts in holiness that you may be blameless before our God 
and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints. 
 
This is the word of God for the people of God.  Thanks be to God. 
 
Prayer for Illumination 
Guide us, O God, by your Word and Holy Spirit, that in your light we may see 
light, in your truth find freedom, and in your will discover peace; through 
Christ our Lord, Amen. 
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In full disclosure, when I picked this passage to preach on today, I had in mind 
that I would tie into the sermon series Tom has been doing this month on the 
Four Keys to a Life of Joy.  In that series, today’s topic is a thankful heart, and 
I originally chose this passage because Paul mentions both thankfulness and joy 
in verse 9.  Yet as the Holy Spirit tends to do, I was blown in a different 
direction as I began to study this passage. 
 
I was quickly drawn to the part a few sentences later in this letter, which one 
Biblical commentator called a “wish prayer.”  I had never heard that name for a 
prayer before, and I found it intriguing. Whereas sometimes our prayers may 
include praise, confession or thanksgiving, a “wish prayer” is one where you 
pray for what you truly wish and hope for in your heart.  The way Paul phrases 
his in this letter, it reminds me most of a benediction, a prayer that asks for 
God's blessing, especially for others. 
 
Prior to this wish prayer, Paul and Timothy do first give thanksgiving to God.  
They indicate they are in the midst of distress and persecution, and yet 
amazingly at the same time they feel joyful and are grateful to God.   And what 
are they most thankful for during this trying time?  Their brothers and sisters in 
Christ, whose faith has given them encouragement. 
 
I believe this is at the heart of being church.  It’s you and me being fully 
present, helping each other and encouraging one another, not only through the 
good times, but especially through the hard times.  Because the truth is, 
sometimes life gets so hard and complicated, that even if we have been strong 
believers our entire lives, we find it’s hard to keep the faith on our own.  We 
need each other.  We need the hand that reaches out to hold ours.  We need a 
prayer when we can’t find the words.  We need a hug or a pat on the back.  We 
need an encouraging note.  We need to hear a Bible verse. We need faithful and 
kind words spoken. 
 
And if there’s ever a time we need these things, it’s now.  With the Charleston 
tragedy 10 days ago and four funerals at our church this week alone, we are in 
desperate need of friends in faith reaching out in Christ’s hope and love and 
peace. 
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I spent several days this past week with our church youth on the Salkehatchie 
mission trip in Aiken.  When I arrived Tuesday night, they were overcome with 
sadness and grief about the death of Christopher, one of the youth’s older 
brothers.  After dinner, we had a time of reflection and prayer.  These youth 
who are different ages and go to different high schools and have different 
interests and personalities, circled together, held hands, cried and prayed 
together for the Keith family.  It was a heartbreaking time, but they were there 
for each other, standing beside and lifting up one another.   
 
The next morning, as they did every day this week, they awoke at 5:45am, 
without too much grumbling I might add, to eat breakfast and be at their 
worksites by 7am for their often 13 hour long work days.  Side-by-side with 
youth from around the state, they roofed and painted houses for underprivileged 
families for 5 days straight in the near 100 degree weather.  They began and 
ended each day with devotion and prayer.  They worked, sweat, ate, laughed 
and cried together.  With their mission, discipleship, worship and fellowship 
this week, especially amidst tragedy and grief, our youth exemplified what it 
means to be church. 
 
It reminded me of the work camp mission trips I took with my youth group 
growing up.  Like any group, we had a conglomerate of personalities, and for 
the most part we got along really well.  Our youth director had given each of us 
a bandana to use as we needed during the week.  Some of us tied them around 
our heads as protection from the sun and paint.  Some kept them tucked in their 
pockets and used them as rags to wipe away dirt or paint.  Some rolled them up 
and tied them around their wrists or heads to catch the sweat.   
 
On our last day, as we reflected upon our week as a group and shared 
memories, our youth director collected our dirty bandanas and wove them 
together to make a wreath.  It served as a reminder that each person in our 
youth group—with our own distinct personalities and unique God-given gifts—
played an essential part that week.  Each bandana was a different color and had 
been used distinctively during the week, and they were extremely dirty and 
ragged.  But woven together, they formed this beautiful, multi-colored, 
interlaced wreath, which in essence, symbolized what it means to be church.  It 
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hung in our youth room after that, and I’ve never forgotten the theological 
significance of that bandana wreath.  
 
You see, we each need each other for God’s mission.  We need each other in 
order to be a church.  One of the first words I learned in seminary was ekklesia, 
the Greek word for church.  In it’s truest form, it means gathering.  For church 
is not a place, but rather it’s a people, coming together in Christ. 
 
In my very biased opinion, we have one of the most beautiful church structures 
I’ve ever seen.  But even so, this sanctuary is not what makes us church.  It is 
not our lovely stone walls that make us strong, but rather us coming together, 
working together and doing life together as living stones of Christ that gives 
our church strength. 
 
When Paul wrote this letter to the church of Thessalonica, they did not have a 
church structure.  They met in each others’ homes to worship God.  And notice 
that Paul’s wish prayer for his beloved parishioners was not that they would 
find a permanent place to meet, but rather that they would increase and abound 
in love for one another and for all, and that their hearts might be strengthened 
in holiness.  What an amazing foundation for church for the Thessalonians 
then, and us today, as a way to build and strengthen our faith.   
 
As most of you know, I am the pastor for the young adults in the 22-35 year-
old age range here in our church, which comprises the Spark Ministry.  We 
read this passage recently at the Spark outdoor worship service.  As I reflected 
upon it in a homily, this is what I shared with them: 
 
I share the same “wish prayer” for Spark and First Pres that Paul did for the 
Thessalonians—that you will have agape love—that deep, indescribable 
Christian love—both within this community & beyond, and that your hearts 
will be strengthened in holiness and faith. 
 
Ministering to this group and our church for a little over 2 years, I’ve been 
amazed at the ways I’ve already seen this wish prayer beginning to come true.  
I’ve seen you support one another through hard times – the death of parents and 
grandparents, infertility issues, miscarriages, adoption, job changes, illnesses 
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and surgeries.  And I’ve seen you support this community through serving 
meals for SPIHN & UKirk, framing walls at Habitat and delivering presents for 
Angel Tree.  Even when you drive me crazy by waiting until the last minute to 
sign up for things, my heart still swells with thanksgiving to God for who you 
are and what you do, and I am thrilled to think about how much deeper you can 
grow together spiritually and missionally. 
 
When I think about my “wish prayer” for Spark and First Pres, for some reason, 
the Cheers theme song keeps coming to mind.  Do you remember the words?  
 

Making your way in the world today takes everything you've got.  
Taking a break from all your worries sure would help a lot.  

Wouldn't you like to get away?  
Sometimes you want to go where everybody knows your name,  

and they're always glad you came.  
You wanna be where you can see, our troubles are all the same  

You wanna be where everybody knows your name.  
 
It’s hard to believe this popular TV show first aired nearly 32 years ago.  These 
words about how hard it is to make your way in the world, having troubles and 
needing a break, seem to apply perfectly to today’s frantic and complicated 
world as well.  Cheers was filled with eccentric characters like Cliff, Norm, 
Sam, Diane, Coach, Carla and Frazier, who despite their unique personalities 
and quirks, became a community.  Mainly because they kept showing up to be 
and do life together.  Who knew that a TV sitcom set in a Boston bar could be a 
model for church?   
 
My “wish prayer” for Spark and First Pres is that, like Cheers, we can be a 
place where we truly welcome and know each other.  Not just the day-to-day 
happenings, but the deeper truths.   Where everyone who walks in the door 
feels as important and as welcomed the Cheers character “NORM!” 
 
But if I had my druthers, I’d add two more lines to our theme song: 
 “…and where you’ll never go down in flames…because we’ll love you just the 
same…”  So that everyone knows that no matter what happens in your life—no 
matter how bad or sad or lonely or hard it gets or how unworthy you might feel 
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at times—that you will know God loves you unconditionally and that your 
church family is here for you. 
 
We’re already like Cheers in that most of us have a favorite seat we sit in each 
week.  And although we serve slightly lighter beverages here than at Cheers, I 
hope that every time you show up to worship or study or fellowship or for 
mission projects, that you feel that sense of an authentic church community—
an ekklesia brimming over with abounding love, joy, and belonging.  And I 
hope in return that you will share these gifts of the Spirit with others who are 
new or searching for a church community to call home. For we are all in this 
together.  We are responsible for one another. 
 
And though the title of my sermon sounds cheery, I’m not talking about a 
simple Polyanna philosophy.  I’m talking about the deep joy and cheerfulness 
of the baptismal vows that we make to God and each other.  Because from the 
very beginning, we are lumped into the story of God with other people -- 
people not of our own choosing but God’s.  Being baptized means you belong 
to the body of Christ as much as you belong to your parents. Being part of a 
church family is not easy, but it’s worth the work and sacrifices. It’s worth 
being in this thing called life together. 

For as Paul’s wish prayer said, “May the Lord make you increase and abound 
in love for one another and for all.  And may Christ strengthen your hearts in 
holiness.”  And if we strive to live this way, I feel confident that it will indeed 
lead to thankful hearts and a life of joy.  So cheers to all my brothers and sisters 
standing strong together in Christ, for you are the essence of church. 
 
All glory, praise and honor be to God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Amen. 


