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Lesson 11”Sanctification and the Day of the Lord”
1 Thessalonians 4:1 – 5:28 

Last meeting Lin talked about the church in Thessalonica that Paul commended for their work produced by faith, their labor prompted by love and their endurance inspired by hope in the Lord Jesus Christ. It was a model church and Paul was so thankful for these believers.   I can identify with that deep gratitude – I am so thankful for you and your deep commitment to this Bible study.  I love the Word of God and it brings me great joy to study it with you – you are all a very special part of my life.  For me, Thanksgiving was not just a day on the calendar last week, but a constant state of my heart because of each of you and your faithfulness.

Paul had expressed his deep love for these believers and we can even sense his pride in their steadfastness. He was concerned for their welfare and their spiritual growth and he wanted them to be blameless and holy in the presence of God when the Lord Jesus returns.


So, we finish this letter to the Thessalonians this week with some exhortation and some encouragement.  And really, isn’t encouragement an antidote for struggle?  Life has the day of day living of it and also it has its times of transition.

1 Thessalonians 4:1 "Finally, brothers, we instructed you how to live in order to please God . . . and we urge you in the Lord Jesus to do this more and more.”

Living to please God . . . is that a priority in our lives?  How can we please God unless we know what His will is?  We learn His will and how to please Him by getting to know His heart through His Word and having fellowship with Him in worship and prayer.  Romans 12:2 tells us “And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.”  Ephesians 5:17-18 “So then, do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.  Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead be filled with the Spirit”. 


Now here in 1 Thessalonians 4:3 is clear instruction. “It is God's will that you should be holy, that you should avoid sexual immorality."  There is no doubt concerning God's will in this matter, Paul spells it out . . . be holy and avoid sexual immorality.


God created sex and established marriage as a sacred human union between one man and one woman.  It was created for continuance of the race and the pleasure of marriage partners. Hebrews 13:4 says, "The marriage should be honored by all and the marriage bed kept pure."

We can't just gloss over this section of Scripture.  This is pure, straight‑forward teaching regarding immorality, some of the best we have in the New Testament.  There is no need to question God's will in this matter. He has told us that clearly.  The commandment "Thou shall not commit adultery" builds a wall around a marriage that makes the relationship not a prison, but a safe and beautiful oasis. Throughout the Bible God warns about sexual sin.  God's purpose is our sanctification – that we might live separated lives in purity of mind and purity of body.


Paul needed to admonish these new Christians to have sexual purity because the Thessalonian believers were coming out of society in which chastity was an unknown virtue. It's often hard to unlearn what we all our lives have accepted as natural. Divorce was disastrously easy.  It was said that a Jew must die rather than commit murder, idolatry or adultery. The Law laid it down that a man could divorce his wife if he found "some uncleanness" or "some matter of shame" in her.  The difficulty was defining what constituted a "matter of shame."  The stricter Rabbis confined that to adultery alone, but the laxer teaching stretched it to putting too much salt in the food, going out in public with her head uncovered, or if her voice could be heard in the next house.  It was only to be expected that the lower and laxer view prevailed.


In Greece immorality had always been blatant.  Demosthenes had written, "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."  So long as a man supported his wife and family, there was no shame whatsoever in extra‑marital relationships.


Promiscuity, infidelity and homosexuality are still with us today.  Society grows more lax and accepting of these sins with every passing year.  We clamor for a new morality, but what we're really seeking is a return to the old morality – the Christian morality that honors a consecrated marriage bed.


Christians are supposed to be different from the unsaved. We should be able to control our bodies.  If we do not, we're not free from the harvest of sorrow that comes when we sow to the flesh. David did not escape the consequences of his sin with Bathsheba. Because our sins have been forgiven at the cross, we must guard against taking our security as an excuse for sin – instead that election is to be an encouragement for holiness.


A holy sanctified walk involves a right relationship with God the Father who called us, God the Son who died for us, and God the Holy Spirit who lives within us.  To despise God's commandments is to invite the judgment of God and also to grieve the Holy Spirit.


How does the Holy Spirit help us live a clean life free from sexual impurity? He creates holy desires within us so that we have an appetite for God's pure Word.  He teaches us the Word and helps us to recall God's promises in times of temptation. Remember, the word “No” is a complete sentence.  The Holy Spirit empowers us to walk in holiness and not be detoured into the lusts of the world and the flesh.  The fruit of the Spirit overcomes the works of the flesh.  Paul devoted a great deal of space to this theme of sexual purity because it was a critical problem in the church of that day and it's still a critical problem in the church today.  Society’s swing today towards full acceptance of “gay rights” in the laws that have been and are being passed has filtered into many churches. We’re being indoctrinated by the media to accept that sex in any form is one’s personal business and we have no right to “judge.”  But sex is God’s business.  As the Creator, He has made it plain what His will is and anything outside of that is perversion.  


This whole subject may not apply to you – but then again, it may.  You alone know that.  The Word of God confronts and convicts the sinner and it comforts those who live with the consequences of this sin.  God's will is clear and we mean to present it clearly . . . above all we must not reject His instructions regarding this. God’s Word in 1 Thessalonians 4:8 is clear, “Therefore, he who rejects this instruction does not reject man, but rejects God, who gives you his Holy Spirit.”

Love was the distinctive characteristic of the church at Thessalonica from the beginning. Love is the circulatory system of the body of Christ – the lifeblood that connects every physical location of believers with one another.


In 4:11-12 Paul's advice was to earn their own wages, not be freeloaders; lead a quiet life, and mind your own business so your life may win the respect of outsiders.


Apparently some Thessalonians were so caught up with idea of the Second Coming, they were not working.  Paul told them: 


1) Keep working ‑ Jesus should find you quietly, efficiently and diligently doing your daily job.


2) Christianity is commended to outsiders by diligence and a godly life. (A tree is known by its fruit.) It's been said regarding lifestyle:

You Sow a thought/reap an action; sow an action/


reap a habit; sow a habit/reap a character; sow a

character/reap a destiny. 


3) Mind your own business. It requires spiritual grace and wisdom to have contact with unbelievers without contamination and to be different without being judgmental or proud. 


4) Aim at independence and never become spongers on charity.  The Christian walk is practical. 

Obedient Christians will have a holy life by abstaining from sexual sin; a harmonious life by loving the brethren; and an honest life by working for our support and not meddling in affairs of others. When our unsaved friends and loved ones see Christ magnified in this lifestyle we pray for them to be drawn by the fragrance of Christ to His salvation. But in any case, in all these things God is glorified.


So what are some things to remember about our lives as we live in witness to non‑Christians?

1. They are watching us and wondering, so we conduct ourselves with wisdom.


2. They are listening and learning, so we speak with grace.


3. They are individuals and important, so we need to respond with dignity and sensitivity.  It's the cross should be offensive, not the Christian himself.


Over and over again Paul mentions the Second Coming in this letter.  Obviously, he had given them instruction in the gospel that included the fact that Jesus is the Son of God, He died for our sins, His burial and resurrection brought victory over death, He ascended to the right hand of the Father and He's coming again, not as the sacrificial lamb, but as the reigning King and Judge.


The Old Testament is full of prophecy regarding the coming Messiah, the Savior.  The prophecies speak of both the First and Second Coming but the Jews saw it as one event. Even the Disciples anticipated Christ would fulfill all the prophecies about establishing a kingdom on earth while He was here. In John 14 Christ revealed another purpose of God to be fulfilled before the Messianic kingdom. We know that to be the church age. He was going to leave them and go prepare a place for them. He assured them that He would return and received them unto Himself. So, they were looking for Christ to come and take them home to glory (not death as when "to be absent from the body is to be at home with the Lord” 2 Cor. 5:8), but looking for Christ to come and take them home to glory without dying. 


The world is afraid of the word "death."  In fact, Joe Bayly has a book titled The Last Thing We Talk About.  If we term it sleep that somehow cushions the finality of death . . . but for Christians, it implies a later awakening. Now don't misunderstand . . . this is not a teaching of soul‑sleep. When a Christian dies, he goes directly into the presence of the Lord.  Death is not an accident – it is an appointment.  Hebrews 9:27 says it is appointed unto men once to die, but after that the judgment. Everyone has eternal life; the question is where will you spend it?  If you should die today, where would your soul go?


The early church – including the Thessalonians – expected the Second Coming very soon (while they were alive) and so they were concerned about those who were dying or had already died. The great principle of death is this: if a man has lived in Christ and died in Christ, even if he is dead he is still in Christ and will rise in Christ.  The relationship between us and Christ is independent of time. Nothing can separate us from Him.


Parousia is the Greek term for the Second Coming.  We call it the "rapture" (even though that word is not found in Scripture) . . . it means to be caught up – a forcible or sudden seizure is suggested.  Like a magnet.  In the Old Testament Enoch and Elijah are types of the rapture.  They were caught up into heaven without experiencing physical death.  We read about how this will happen in the twinkling of an eye and prophetically, this is the next event on God's prophetic timetable.


Jesus very bluntly said no man knows when the hour or day would be, even He did not know, only the Father knew.  He repeated it would come suddenly like a thief in the night. He also said there was no reason why we should be caught unawares or unprepared.  Only those who live in the dark will be unprepared.  If a Christian is watchful and sober-minded, he'll be prepared.  

You know, police and fire chiefs have always said

they could make great strides in earthquake preparedness if they could only get people to believe it's coming.  


Well, Paul comforts us and the Thessalonians by giving us "the Lord's own Word..." (vs. 15).  The dead in Christ shall rise . . . and here we see a selective resurrection.  (The unsaved will not be resurrected until after the millennium in Revelation 20 for the Great White Throne judgment.)  After that we who are alive will be caught up with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air.  And so we will be with the Lord forever.  And all God's people said, "AMEN!"  Do you think Paul was giving us a diagram or a desire?

For the Christian this is not a time to fear . . . but to anticipate with great joy. Many ills of this life will only be healed by the Lord's return. It is our Blessed Hope (not a hope that maybe this is true) but a sure thing.


All true prophetic teaching has an application. We shouldn't have to get ready for Jesus' coming, we should stay ready.  God wants us to be informed.  We know about the Second Coming and that should compel us to live for Him every day. Like the old motto says, "Only one life 'twill soon be past; only what's done for Christ will last."


In case some of you may be wondering if you're prepared for His Second Coming, here are three directives:


1. Personally receive the salvation God has provided for you in Jesus Christ and if you don't know what that means, talk to me or your group leader. It's the security you need. Like Charlie Brown says, "Security is knowing the answers to the questions on a test."


2. Continue to resist a corrupt lifestyle – let the Spirit not the 
flesh direct your life.


3. Live in a sensible, godly manner – you are an ambassador for Christ, His letter to the world, His sweet fragrance that will draw others to Him.


Paul closes out his letter to the Thessalonians with some final instructions in 5:12‑28.


The Thessalonian church had only been in existence a few months.  They were all new converts. Paul wanted them to recognize those whom God had called to leadership. You've heard the saying, "too many cooks in the kitchen."   Well, we can have chaos when too many are trying to run the church. We must recognize leaders, pray for them and be willing to follow their leadership. They have a special gift that is vital to the body of Christ. 


Like a chain of jewels in a necklace, Paul sets out his good advice:


. . . Respect your leaders


. . . Live at peace


. . . (NIV) ‘Warn the idle’ – remember many had quit work because they thought Jesus was coming soon. (New American Standard says) ‘Admonish the unruly.’ Whenever it becomes necessary to admonish we must remember that it's to be done appropriately, privately, sincerely and humbly.


. . . Encourage the timid – there are a lot of Christians who feel inadequate or ungifted.  Encourage them.


. . . (NIV) Help the weak – those who are unsure of their salvation or feel guilty about the past and don't feel forgiven by God.  Some are overly worried or deeply discouraged. The idea of helping carries with it the idea of clinging to the weak instead of letting the weak drift away, grapple (hook) them in such a way they cannot slip away.


. . .Be patient – hardest of all to learn.  Patience is the willingness to keep trying again.


. . . Don't take revenge – try to be kind and attempt to be part of the solution and not part of the problem.


An interesting bit of Bible trivia I discovered in my study is that 1 Thessalonians 5:16 is shortest verse in the Bible. Some think that “Jesus Wept” (John 11:35) is the shortest and in English it is; but in the New Testament Greek, 1 Thess. 5:16 is shortest – it says, "Rejoice evermore." (2 words) Jesus wept is actually 3 Greek words. Well, so much for trivia.


Verses 16‑18 have three marks of a model Church:


1) It is a happy church


2) It is a praying church


3) It is a thankful church


We notice that Scripture says to give thanks in everything, not for everything. Remember how God punished Israel for murmuring in Exodus? They were ungrateful.  We too have to watch out and not complain about life's circumstances – we should be doing just the opposite.  Shall we take only the good from God?  Isn’t there reason to rejoice regardless of circumstances if we are sure of our salvation; knowing that this world is not our home; and that God will not give us more than we can handle?

Vs. 19 "Do not put out the Spirit's fire."  Prompting of the Spirit comes in two ways: He tells us to 1) stop doing what is wrong, and 2) start doing what is right. 


We're to test everything. What is the measure against which we test everything?  Scripture.  Only by knowing Scripture can you know the truth and, as Jesus said, the truth will set you free. 

Paul closes this letter by addressing his loyal friends.  He states three things friends do for one another.


First, they pray for each other. When Paul says, "Brothers, pray for us,” the idea here is not just to offer up a single prayer, but go on praying for us.  Intercession is one of the surest signs of your sincerity and love.  


Second, they affirm and show affection for each other. The greeting with a "holy kiss" symbolized an acceptance of all believers, regardless of status or race.  Commentator W. E. Vine explains: “In churches masters and servants would thus salute one another without any attitude of condescension on the one part or disrespect on the other.  The kiss took place thus between persons of the same sex.”  In our culture, greeting one another with a hug or a kiss sometimes symbolizes that same kind of acceptance and is an appropriate expression of affection. 


The point Paul is making is to show one another that we care about them, whether by a kiss on the cheek, a hug, a warm handshake, or a pat on the shoulder – the method isn’t as important as the message of love.


Finally, loyal friends listen to the same information. In a firm tone, Paul commands the Thessalonians:  “l charge you before the Lord to have this letter read to all the brothers.” (vs. 27)  Perhaps splinter groups were beginning to form in the church, and Paul wanted them to listen to his words from the Lord together. Whatever the reason, they were to keep each other accountable to the commands in this letter.

As Paul began his letter, “Grace and peace to you,” so he ends it with his closing words, "The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you."  We're back to the basic of New Testament Christianity . . . grace.


Paul hated to say good‑bye. We hate to say good‑bye.  So much so that we’d rather say: “See ya later” or “Keep in touch” or “Talk to you soon.”  Good-bye can be so final.  But someday you're going to say "good‑bye" to this earth and "hello" to God.  Are you ready to do that?  It's been two thousand years and we're still expecting our Lord and Savior. Who knows, it may be today!


Next week Dan will expand on Paul’s second letter to the Thessalonians.  I’ll let him go into the different viewpoints as to the when the rapture will occur or if the church will go through the tribulation prophesied before the Second Coming.  For now, be thankful for the first coming of Jesus that provided our way of salvation as we enter this Christmas season.

