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1 Thessalonians 4:1-8

The Life Application Bible Commentary starts chapter 4 with these words:

The first three chapters of this letter focus on looking back at Paul's visit

with the Thessalonians and on defending his ministry with them against his

critics.

The final two chapters look ahead to the future of the church—giving

advice for certain areas of Christian conduct that he felt needed to be

addressed.

The end of chapter 3 is a prayer that Christ would make these believers

strong, blameless and holy before God.

Ch. 3 v 13 NAS reads, so that He may establish your hearts without blame in holiness

before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all His saints.1

The commentary continues: "That is a process of walking in faith and learning to live to

please God.  Effective faith should show itself in every area of a believer's life."  (End of

quotation)

We remember from our studies in Acts that on his second missionary journey Paul and

Silas revisited the churches that had been established in southern Galatia on the first

missionary journey.

At Lystra Paul found Timothy and began a long and valuable friendship with him.  It was

also at Lystra that Paul was stoned and left for dead.

After Lystra there was a period of uncertainty as to where they should preach next.  At

Troas Paul had a vision of a man from Macedonia inviting him to come over there and help

them.

Paul, Silas and Timothy crossed the sea to the city of Philippi.  There they were beaten

and put in prison for the night.

During the night there was an earthquake.  Paul was able to witness to the jailer and lead

him and his family to salvation.

In the morning when Paul declared that he and Silas were Roman citizens the

embarrassed and frightened authorities apologized and asked Paul and his companions to
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leave the city.

After passing through Amphipolis and Appollonia the missionaries arrived at

Thessalonica.  This was a prominent city in the Roman province of Macedonia.

The Thessalonians shared a view of sexual morality common throughout the pagan Roman

world of the first century.

Chastity was an unknown virtue.  One of the Greeks wrote, "We keep prostitutes for

pleasure; we keep mistresses for the day to day needs of the body; we keep wives for the

begetting of children and for the faithful guardianship of our homes."  In general people

regarded any kind of sexual activity as acceptable.  It was quite common for a man not to

limit his sexual relationship to his wife.  Homosexuality was common.  Incest was

overlooked.  Slaves were kept and used for sex.

It was to a society with these views of morality that Paul wrote 1 Thess. 4, vv 1-8.  It

might be appropriate to remember that we live in a similar sex-soaked society today.  Every

kind of sexual activity, including violence and abuse of children, has become commonplace.

Unbridled expression  of all desires has become the norm.

Two recent court cases, the Philadelphia Catholic priest abuse case and the Jerry Sandusky

case, show the depth of the epidemic.  The trucking / truck stop industry deal with issues of

prostitution and human sex trafficking on a regular basis.

Of course the whole same-sex marriage debate and the militant push by the homosexual

camp are tragically today's headline items.  Even though last year's annual conference

soundly defeated the homosexual agenda it remains a very hot-button issue in our

denomination.

It is difficult to read a major newspaper without seeing reports on sexual misconduct.  The

computer has given birth to unspeakably vile and filthy moral choices.  Often these choices

are made and carried out in the privacy of our homes.  We as Christians must uphold the

sanctity of sexual expression within the loving commitment of the marriage relationship.

God's standards are the opposite of the world's standards.  The Bible teaches abstinence

from all forms of sexual immorality.  This includes any kind of sexual relationship outside of

marriage.

Contrary to the politically-correct assumptions today, God forbids any homosexual

activity, and His Word calls it sin.

In Corinth some of the new Christians had been prostitutes, adulterers or homosexuals.

                                                                                                                                                                                          
1New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 1 Th 3:13 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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When they came to Christ out of these perversions they had to alter their attitude toward

this particular area of life.  They had to accept God's standards which Paul had taught to

them as Paul is teaching them here.

You and I are sexual creatures.  The desire for sexual expression is very strong.  Some

would say only the will to live is stronger.

The marriage relationship between one man and one woman is God's only approved

fulfillment of our sexual natures.

We need to covenant before God to be morally pure if we aren't married and absolutely

faithful emotionally and sexually to our mate if we are married.

The Life Application Bible Commentary has this to say:

NEVER UNDERESTIMATE

Sexual immorality is a temptation that is always before us.  Movies and TV

shows present sex outside marriage as a normal, even desirable, part of life,

while marriage is often pictured as confining and joyless.  Those who are pure

are often mocked.  God does not forbid sexual sin just to be difficult.  He

knows its power to destroy us physically and spiritually.  No one should

underestimate the power of sexual immorality.  It has devastated countless

lives and destroyed families, churches, communities, and even nations.

Sexual desires and activities must be placed under Christ's control.  God

created sex for procreation and pleasure and as an expression of love between a

husband and wife.  Sexual experience must be limited to the marriage

relationship to avoid hurting ourselves, our relationship to God, and our

relationships with others.  God wants to protect us from damaging ourselves

and others, so he offers to fill us—our loneliness, our desires—with himself.

End of quotation

Lyle O. Bristol suggest we could divide vv 1-8 into three sections:

1. The need for ethical living (4:1-3a)

2. The danger of immorality (4:3b + 6a)
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3. The responsibility of the Christian before God (4:6b-8)

We will look at the passage under those sections.

1st… The Need for Ethical Living (vv1-3a)

As is customary with many of Paul's writings, Paul passes from a more doctrinal approach

to a more practical tack at chapter 4.  We see that switch in the Authorized Version with the

words Furthermore then.  Literally we could translate "for the rest".

The double expression beseech , and exhort (v 1) indicates the great seriousness of the

writer.  We see Paul's great tact and compassion.  He does not threaten or command these

persecuted Christians.

His earnest entreaty matches the fervent prayer that has preceded it.  God's grace must be

matched by human response.

Not the reason or source of the entreaty.  It is by [or in] the Lord Jesus.

The ethical requirements follow from union with Christ and are grounded in and inspired

by the authority of Christ.

The phrase as ye have received of us suggests the importance of ethical instruction in

the early church.

Today ethical instruction is needed in our churches.  Just as at Thessalonica it is necessary

to teach persons coming out of the world into the church.  They need to learn which of their

sinful ways must be changed to godly ways.  They need to learn how to spend time in

communion with God.  They need to learn how to become more Christlike.  We do that by

example and by teaching.  Paul plainly lists his instruction to them. that as ye have

received of us speaks of the whole manner of living.  The newer translations speak of "how

we live".  The New Revised Standard Version translates, as you learned from us how you

ought to live and to please God2.  please God is an expression filled with meaning for us.

To glorify God and do his will is the heart of Christian living.  The little word ought

reminds us that the redeemed are under orders.  We are obligated to live in obedience to

Christ's commands, yet in Christ, the yoke is easy and the burden is light.

Living to please God should be every Christian's priority.  Knowing and accepting Jesus as

savior brings salvation.  This should lead every Christian to want to live to please him in

                                                          
2The Holy Bible : New Revised Standard Version, 1 Th 4:1 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson
Publishers, 1989).
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gratitude for what He has done for us.  God works in the world though obedient believers.

Obedience pleases God.  You and I cannot claim to know and love God if we do not seek to

obey and please Him.

The Life Application Bible Commentary lists 7 scriptures, quoted from the NIV, that tell

us how we can please God:

• Genesis 8:21: "The LORD smelled the pleasing aroma" of the sacrifice.

In the Old Testament, God's pleasure in the aroma of a sacrifice meant

that he had accepted the sacrifice for sin.  Thus, pleasing God means

making an acceptable sacrifice to him.

• Psalm 19:14: "May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my

heart be pleasing in your sight."  Our love for God should guide what we

think and what we say…

• John 5:30: "I seek not to please myself but him who sent me."  Jesus

taught us not to try to please ourselves but to please God…

• Romans 12:1: "Offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to

God."  God wants us to turn over our lives to him daily, renouncing our

own desires and trusting him to guide us…

• Ephesians 5:10: "Find out what pleases the Lord."  We must live in

contrast to those who live immorally.

• Colossians 1:10: "We pray this in order that you may live a life worthy

of the Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every

good work, growing in the knowledge of God."  Bearing fruit and

growing in the knowledge of God are ways to please him.

• Hebrews 11:6: "Without faith it is impossible to please God."  God

rewards with his presence those who trust him fully.

There is an interesting phrase not found in the KJ but in the newer translations.  In v 1

after to please God the oldest manuscripts add, just as you are doing.  Paul is not

suggesting that they are failing in living the Christian life.  These words are a tactful bit of

praise.  Paul knew the importance of praise and encouragement.  He knew it would be easier

for them to accept his admonition after they had heard his words of commendation.  That's a

valuable lesson for us to remember.  It is so much easier to tell someone about a failure in
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their lives if you have been regularly encouraging and building them up.  Paul is

emphasizing achieving going forward even faster.  They are to abound more and more.

There is no place for rest in the Christian battle.  To stand still will really mean to backslide.

The foe is insidious, skillful and eternally active.  The Christian soldier must be always

vigilant, always alert, always on guard.  Our fight is not against flesh and blood, but against

principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against

spiritual wickedness in high places.3

The Christian needs the whole armor of God and eternal vigilance in order to stand in the

evil day.

As mentioned before, v 2 makes clear that the commandments toward ethical living

previously given his converts were not given on his authority, but by the Lord Jesus.  Then

v 3a urges them on to sanctification.

sanctification is:

• The work of making holy.

• Separating from sin unto God.

• Making morally pure.

Paul says God wishes to sanctify (to consecrate to Himself and purify inwardly) these

Thessalonian converts in order that they should be holy.

Paul speaks along these same lines in chapter 1, vv 6-10.

6 You also became imitators of us and of the Lord, having received the word
in much tribulation with the joy of the Holy Spirit,
7 so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in
Achaia.
8 For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you, not only in
Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith toward God has
gone forth, so that we have no need to say anything.
9 For they themselves report about us what kind of a reception we had with
you, and how you turned to God from idols to serve a living and true God,

                                                          
3The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., Eph 6:12 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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10 and to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the
dead, that is Jesus, who rescues us from the wrath to come.4

We see several characteristics of a "set apart" Christian.

v 6… A "set apart" Christian is an imitator of Christ—Sanctification always involves

moving us from where we are to becoming progressively more Christlike.

There may also be tribulation.

There surely will be "the joy of the Holy Spirit".

v 7… The "set apart" Christian will be an example to others.

v 8… The "set apart" Christian will spread the good news of the gospel to others.

In v 9 the "set apart" Christian receives those who preach the gospel and serve a living

and true God.

In v 10, a "set apart" Christian eagerly waits for the Lord Jesus Christ's coming again.

A "set apart" believer is an:

Imitator of Christ…

Example to others…

A spreader of the good news…

A servant of the living and true God…

An eager watcher for Christ's return…

Are you, am I, a "set apart" Christian?  Are you, am I, moving ever toward Christlikeness?

When Paul tells the Thessalonians that it is the will of God for them to be sanctified, he

has a specific meaning in mind.

The will of God may be seen as precept (unalterable law or commandment to which men

must submit).

Paul sees the will of God as:

Purpose: Divine wisdom and love seeking to sanctify the Christian.

                                                          
4New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 1 Th 1:5 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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Power: Divine efficiency working out what is purposed.

Promise: Utter dependability in the fulfillment of its purpose.

So our sanctification is God's will for us.  It is our choice to allow him to work in us to

sanctify us, and there is plenty of divine help for us if we yield to and obey Him.

It's not an option; it's a command.

II. The Danger of Immorality (vv 3b-6a)

Now in v 3b Paul, having asked for sanctification in the believer's lives makes a special

application.

v 3b… that ye should abstain from fornication.  We think of fornication as sexual

activity between unmarried persons.  Usually when the KJ uses the word fornication it is a

much broader word which includes all kinds of sexual perversions.  This is the word Paul

uses here.

The Amplified New Testament translates v 3b, shrink from all sexual vice.  Phillips,

God's plan is to make you holy, and that entails first of all a clean cut with sexual

morality.

We should not be surprised that Paul gives these instructions to recent converts from

pagan society… a society in which as we mentioned before every kind of sexual sin was

tolerated, even accepted as normal.  Paul's instruction does not imply that these new

Christians were living in sexual sin now.  Rather he is warning and instructing them in an

area which it would be all too easy for them to slip back into.

The Beacon Bible Commenary has this to say,

The fact is that one of the most difficult hurdles that any pagan convert had

to clear was the Christian attitude to sex.  He had been brought up in a world

where polygamy, concubinage, homosexuality, and promiscuity were accepted

as a matter of course… Many of the religious cults were frankly sexual in

character, with phalicrites and sacramental fornication as part of their

worship.
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End of quotation

It is noteworthy that we remember that one of the matters concerning Gentile practices

was fornication.  It was mentioned and forbidden in the directive of the Jerusalem council in

Acts 15.  We need to remember that these instructions are not only for Paul's hearers but for

us today.

I find it interesting that almost 50 years ago these words were written in The Beacon Bible

Commentary:

The illegitimate or intemperate satisfaction of sensual appetite remains an

area of temptation in all healthy and normal Christians, but the unsanctified

Christian is perilously vulnerable to such appeals.  There is a resurgent

paganism of our own time with its smutty entertainment, pornographic

literature, laxity in marriage vows, promiscuity, overall obsession with sex,

and general permissiveness in sex relationships.  In times like these the New

Testament teaching on sexual purity is desperately needed, and the New

Testament experience of sanctification, with its full devotion to the will of

God, is the real answer.  The immoral code of our time is fostered and

condoned by such entrenched philosophies as naturalism and evolutionism.

Gospel dynamite is required to break up these respectable havens of vice.

End of quotation

These words are still true today.  You and I need to resolve to be sexually pure.

In vv 4-6 Paul follows the teaching on sanctification with two specific matters.

In v 4 Paul uses a construction which commentators have argued over for many years.

The Authorized Version reads, That every one of you should know how to possess his

vessel in sanctification and honour5

The problem centers around the words possess and vessel.

Paul is obviously using the word vessel in a metaphoric sense.

Interpreters and commentators are divided as to whether vessel here means "wife" or

                                                          
5The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 1 Th 4:4 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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"body".  There are parallel uses in rabbinical literature which use the word wife which could

have influenced Paul.

The words to possess seem to throw light on the meaning.

Although some of the translations read "wife", it seems the context favors "body".  The

context seems to favor a translation like "Let each of you control his own body and live in

holiness and honor.".  There seems to be a precedent in II Cor. 4:7 where we read, But we

have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellency of the power may be of God,

and not of us.6

Here Paul refers to our bodies as earthen vessels.

Paul is discussing sexual purity, self-mastery and self-discipline as characteristics of the

sanctified life.

in sanctification speaks of the full consecration of body and spirit; an inward cleansing of

depraved passions.

In, honour suggests the resulting reverence for the body, rather than in prostitution of

its faculties and appetites.

These are lifted up as the way to purity and to the fulfilling of the will of God.

The marriage relationship and all relationships between the sexes are to be in, honour.

Reverence or honor for the body is a particularly Christian concept.

In v 5 Paul contrasts what he has just taught with its opposite, Not in the lust of

concupiscence.  We probably need a little help with these KJ words.

Some of the newer translations are, passion of lust, "not in lustful passion like the pagans"

Christianity would redeem marriage from the degraded level of the Gentiles who regarded

the body as an instrument for self-gratification.  The Gentiles do this because they are

strangers to the revealed and holy law of God.

In v 6a Paul points out that sexual sin always harms someone else.  It is not possible to sin

sexually without involving others.

If a man sins sexually with a married woman he is defrauding or harming her husband and

children if there are any.

If the sin is with an unmarried woman, it is harming the future husband whose wife

cannot bring virginity to the marriage bed.

                                                          
6The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 2 Co 4:7 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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The famous story of David and Bathsheba illustrates this principle.  David sinned against

Bathsheba, Uriah her husband, God and himself.  Paul reminds us in 1 Cor. 6:18-20 that

when we sin sexually we sin against our own bodies.  Our body is God's temple; we are not

our own.  We have been bought with a price, therefore we should glorify God in our bodies.

III. In vv 6b-8, The Responsibility of the Christian before God

Paul says God avenges those who are wrong.  Lit., "God is an avenger in all these things.".

The wronged person may be deceived; society may fail to condemn the sin, or even condone

it, but the judgment of God upon all impurity is sure and terrible.  While this is probably

speaking of the final judgment, it is also true that sexual sin can carry physical and emotional

consequences here and now.

The moral laws of God are sure.  The disregard of these laws brings with it a vengeance

which is sometimes dramatic, sometimes quiet and steady, but always certain.

Romans chapter 1, vv 24-32 are a commentary on the downward progression of indulging

in sexual sin.

Paul tells the Thessalonians that he had forewarned them (lit., told you before) and

testified (lit., solemnly affirmed) with reference to sexual sins.

v 7… For God hath not called us unto uncleanness, but unto holiness.7

The whole sweep of God's purpose for believers is here listed.  It is nothing less than

holiness, the restoration to man of the moral image of God which has been marred by sin.

Paul returns to the thought in v 3… For this is the will of God, even your sanctification8.

The word translated holiness in v 2 is the same word translated sanctification in vv 3 & 4.

The argument is that for a Christian to fall short of a life of holiness is for him to deny the

divine purpose in saving him in the first place.

In v 8 Paul tells us we must not disregard God.

He therefore that despiseth [lit., sets aside and thus disregards] despiseth not man, but

God.

The ethical and spiritual demand for sanctification rests not in the teaching of men but in

the nature and will of God.

                                                          
7The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 1 Th 4:7 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
8The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 1 Th 4:3 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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Paul reinforces this teaching with the words, who hath also given unto us his holy

Spirit.

The source of the believer's new life is the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit dwells within us.

A life of sexual unholiness is utterly incompatible with the life of holiness and purity the

Holy Spirit desires for us.

Living in sin offends and insults God the Holy Spirit who lives in us.

The message of the 8 verses is vitally needed in our day.  To rescue our homes and our

nation from the ruin which threatens, the church must lift high the standard of moral purity

to be found only through the sanctifying grace of God in Christ.

The late John Stott writes:

If the heathen behave as they do because they do not know God, Christians

must behave in a completely different way because we do know God, because

he is a holy God, because he is our God, and because we want to please him.

As we come to the close of the message today, I'd like to leave four questions with each of

us:

If I am single am I committed to a life of sexual purity?

If I am married am I committed to sexual and emotional faithfulness to my spouse?

Am I allowing God the Holy Spirit to continue to make me more Christlike?

Is my life "set apart" to God and His service?
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