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UNIT 1: Practical Christian Living (1 and 2 Thessalonians) 

December 12, 2004

LESSON 2

Live to Please God

STUDY TEXT: 1 Thessalonians 3:1 – 4:12

PRINTED TEXT: 1 Thessalonians 3:3-8; 4:1-11

1 Thessalonians 3:3 That no man should be moved by these afflictions: for yourselves know that we are appointed thereunto.

4 For verily, when we were with you, we told you before that we should suffer tribulation; even as it came to pass, and ye know.

5 For this cause, when I could no longer forbear, I sent to know your faith, lest by some means the tempter have tempted you, and our labour be in vain.

6 But now when Timotheus came from you unto us, and brought us good tidings of your faith and charity, and that ye have good remembrance of us always, desiring greatly to see us, as we also to see you. 

7 Therefore, brethren, we were comforted over you in all our affliction and distress by your faith:

8 For now we live, if ye stand fast in the Lord. 

4:1 Furthermore then we beseech you, brethren, and exhort you by the Lord Jesus, that as ye have received of us how ye ought to walk and to please God, so ye would abound more and more. 

2 For ye know what commandments we gave you by the Lord Jesus.

3 For this is the will of God, even your sanctification, that ye should abstain from fornication: 

4 That every one of you should know how to possess his vessel in sanctification and honour;

5 Not in the lust of concupiscence, even as the Gentiles which know not God:

6 That no man go beyond and defraud his brother in any matter: because that the Lord is the avenger of all such, as we also have forewarned you and testified. 

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

8 He therefore that despiseth, despiseth not man, but God who hath also given unto us his holy Spirit. 

9 But as touching brotherly love ye need not that I write unto you: for ye yourselves are taught of God to love one another.

10 And indeed ye do it toward all the brethren which are in all Macedonia: but we beseech you, brethren, that ye increase more and more;

11 And that ye study to be quiet, and to do your own business, and to work with your own hands, as we commanded you;

BIBLE FOCUS: “We beseech you, brethren, and exhort you by the Lord Jesus, that as ye have received of us how ye ought to walk and to please God, so ye would abound more 
and more.” —1 Thessalonians 4:1

Lesson Objective

To review qualities of Christian living and commit to a lifestyle pleasing to God.

Central Truth

By faith it is possible to live holy and please God.

Evangelism Emphasis

A life of faith and righteousness is a powerful witness to unbelievers. 

Lesson Outline

1. Be Steadfast in Faith. 1 Thessalonians 3:3-8

2. Live a Holy Life. 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8

3. Act With Love and Responsibility. 1 Thessalonians 4:9-12 

Study Helps for the Lesson
Clarifying the Text

1 Thessalonians 3:5 – “For this cause, when I could no longer forbear, I sent to know your faith, lest by some means the tempter have tempted you, and our labour be in vain.” The phrase “when I could no longer forbear” is translated “when I could stand it no longer” in the NIV and “when I could endure it no longer” in the NASB. It is the same expression the apostle used in verse one of this chapter. His personal emotions exude from this passage, for it is one of only two times in the letter that he reverted to using the first person singular. When he could wait no longer, Paul made an inquiry of the Thessalonians’ faith, to see if it had indeed survived the time of testing. The arrangement of the Greek tenses in this expression implies that Paul thought it probable that Satan had applied pressure to his converts, but improbable that they had yielded to it.

1 Thessalonians 4:5 – “Not in the lust of concupiscence, even as the Gentiles which know not God.” In the NASB, this verse is rendered “not in lustful passion, like the Gentiles who do not know God.” The NIV says, “not in passionate lust like the heathen….” Those who do not know the Lord (“Gentiles,” “heathen”) are ignorant of the honor associated with holy behavior that pleases Him. By contrast, they are driven by burning lust that pleases only themselves. The Thessalonian converts were familiar with such a lifestyle, for many of them undoubtedly had been delivered from it (1:9). Paul’s position is valid, for the heathen live as they do because they do not know God (Romans 1:18-27). When a person comes into relational knowledge of Him, he or she can no longer act as such pagans do.

1 Thessalonians 4:11 – “That ye study to be quiet, and to do your own business, and to work with your own hands, as we commanded you.” This statement is a mild corrective that follows a glowing commendation. It is spoken right before Paul begins his discourse on the second coming of Jesus. It is likely that the Thessalonian believers had a strong sense of the imminent return of Christ. Apparently, this had caused some to lapse into idleness, perhaps to the extent of ceasing their regular jobs. This threefold admonition is thus an apostolic directive for the believers to “occupy until He comes.”

Historical Background

As we learned last week, Paul had come to Thessalonica on his second missionary journey. The church historian Luke had recorded the account of Paul receiving the “Macedonian call” – a vision in which he had heard a voice calling for his missionary presence in that realm of the empire (Acts 16:9). This vision in the night of a man crying “Come over into Macedonia and help us” gave Paul the direction he needed for his next evangelistic assignment. 

Macedonia was the kingdom of Alexander the Great, who, history records, conquered the world and then wept because there were no more worlds for him to conquer. Alexander had dreamed of a world dominated and enlightened by the Greek culture. He had described his aim as being to “marry the East to the West.”
 

Alexander’s influence surely must have been in Paul’s thoughts. He had left Alexandrian Troas, which was named after the great general. He came to Macedonia, Alexander’s original kingdom. He preached at Philippi, named after Alexander’s father, and went on to Thessalonica, which was so called after Alexander’s half-sister.
 Alexander the Great had built a kingdom by force and died prematurely at the age of 33. His empire would soon be swallowed up by the Roman forces after his demise. Undoubtedly, Paul, the unparalleled missionary, was consumed with another, who had lived to approximately that same age and had founded a different kind of kingdom – one built on love. It was this message of Jesus Christ that Paul envisioned spreading “to the uttermost part of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 

Literary Background

Many believe 1 Thessalonians is the oldest preserved Christian writing.
 It is believed to have been written right in the middle of the first century (50 or 51 A.D.). The fact that a document of this caliber exists – that was composed within two decades of the death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus – provides strong attestation to the claims of the New Testament. 

The previous chapters we have studied, as well as those before us in this lesson, give strong evidence of the nature of the New Testament letters. One of their key components that must be noted is that they were situational. This means they are not merely catalogues of doctrinal statements of a generalized nature, but rather, they address specific instructions for specific believers in specific situations. 

This explains why certain epistles, like 1 Thessalonians, do not have Paul’s strong emphasis on justification by faith, while others, like Romans and Galatians, do. To be certain, the application of all the Scriptures extends to us as contemporary readers. 2 Timothy 3:16 declares that “all scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable….” To be sure, much of the New Testament had not been composed and collected at the time Paul wrote this statement. However, we have other evidence that all of the New Testament is included in this promise. 2 Peter 3:15, 16 includes two tremendous insights: (1) Paul’s writings were already being considered Scripture at the time of Peter’s letter; (2) Peter said that in Paul’s writings there are “some things hard to be understood.” We should keep these two observations in mind as we peruse the Thessalonian letter.

Introducing the Lesson

( QUESTIONS: How many of you like to eat clean food? What about wearing clean clothes? And what about driving a clean car and living in a clean house? Why do you suppose we emphasize cleanliness in so many material areas of our lives, but often not with our very lives themselves? Today’s lesson reveals to us that God is concerned that we live pure and separated lives for Him. May we aspire to having “clean hands and a pure heart” before Him (Psalm 24:4). 
( MARKER BOARD: Write the words HAPPY and HOLY on the board. Tell your class that you presume none of them are as happy as they would truly like to be. Likewise, neither are any of them as holy as they ought to be. There is no genuine, lasting happiness apart from a relationship with Jesus Christ that is characterized by holiness. Share with them, “If you are not as happy as you want to be and are not as holy as you ought to be, then this lesson is for you.

The Power of the Word
1. Be Steadfast in Faith

(1 Thessalonians 3:3-8)

COMMENTARY

The Surety of Suffering – 1 Thessalonians 3:3. “That no man should be moved by these afflictions: for yourselves know that we are appointed thereunto.” In the first two verses of the third chapter, Paul relates that when circumstances prevented Silas and him from returning to Thessalonica, they chose to send Timothy to “establish” and “comfort” them “according to the faith.” Much of the ministry of the apostles in the first century was devoted to establishing new converts in the faith. The key word of chapter three may be establish, for Paul used it or alluded to it in verses 2, 8, and 13. The reasons for the strong emphasis on stability were the pressing “afflictions” he refers to in verse three. 

This statement of believers in Thessalonica being “appointed” to such hardships is consistent with all of Paul’s theology (Romans 8:17, 18; 2 Corinthians 4:8-17; 2 Timothy 3:12). Followers of Jesus Christ are not to regard trouble, persecution, or affliction as alien to the Christian life. It should be noted that such afflictions are not identical to passages that speak of an end-time wrath of God. Paul spoke clearly that believers will be delivered from such calamities (1 Thessalonians 1:10; 5:9).
 In verse four he reminded the church that he had forewarned them of impending suffering, and they were aware that his words had come to pass. Not only should believers not perceive such adversity as strange and unusual; Paul indicated that they should realize they are destined for such trials.

The Report of Rejoicing – 1 Thessalonians 3:5. “For this cause, when I could no longer forbear, I sent to know your faith, lest by some means the tempter have tempted you, and our labour be in vain.” Paul changed to using the first person singular in this statement, which seems to indicate a deeply personal expression being uttered. He was saying that when he could stand it no more without hearing what was happening to his Thessalonian converts, he arranged for a report to be made. Paul knew full well that the church was being tested. 

But how did their faith withstand such pressures? If they succumbed to temptation to abandon their belief at the first sign of adversity, then Paul’s entire ministry there was for naught. But such was not to occur, for in verse six Paul reveals the outcome of Timothy’s report back to them. The Thessalonians’ faith and love were still intact, and they had not forgotten Paul and his company.

The words “but now” (v. 6) serve as a bridge from the apostle’s previous anxiety to his present relief. This verse reveals that there was indeed mutual love between Paul and his Thessalonian converts. 

The Comfort of Commitment – 1 Thessalonians 3:7. “Therefore, brethren, we were comforted over you in all our affliction and distress by your faith.” Paul’s transparent testimony continued as he changed the conversation from the Thessalonians’ suffering to a time of his own anguish. The reciprocal relationship between church planter and congregation is again seen in this statement. 

The apostle had sent Timothy to encourage the church, and the report of the church had likewise encouraged Paul. Verse eight is a profound summary statement: “For now we live, if ye stand fast in the Lord.” It was life to Paul to know that the Thessalonians were standing fast in the faith. This news gave the apostle a “new lease on life.” 

Throughout all the obstacles in his attempts to revisit the city in the midst of the church’s suffering, and while nervously awaiting a word from Timothy, “normal life” had stopped for Paul.
 But now he was freed from the tyranny of uncertainty. The emphatic endurance of the converts had vanquished the apostle’s anxious misgivings.

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( DISCUSSION: Engage the class in a brief discussion of the price paid by some of our forefathers and pioneers to bring the gospel to us. Do any of them have any accounts of the generation or two before ours and the sufferings they endured to be able to give us the faith? 

( SCRIPTURE: Read Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 1:4 about how God comforts us in our trouble so we, in turn, will be able to comfort others who are in trouble. Emphasize the need for spiritual empathy in our lives.

( PARAPHRASE: Allow three minutes for your students to rewrite the phrase “stand fast in the Lord” in today’s language. Ask several students to share their paraphrases. Ask: What do you think Paul meant by this metaphor? What are some good examples of what this language is trying to convey?

2. Live a Holy Life

(1 Thessalonians 4:1-8)

COMMENTARY

A Call to Continuance – 1 Thessalonians 4:1. “Furthermore then we beseech you, brethren, and exhort you by the Lord Jesus, that as ye have received of us how ye ought to walk and to please God, so ye would abound more and more.” A definite change of tone and content occurs when we reach this pivotal verse that serves as the Bible Focus for today’s lesson. Paul proceeded to move from past reflections to present concerns. 

In the opening three chapters he had written many personal notes of commendation and offered explanations of activities and motives. In the final two chapters he recorded practical admonitions for the church, especially in areas where they apparently were deficient.
 

The word furthermore is the conjunction bridge that brings the letter to this new section. At first glance, Paul’s urging sounds similar to remarks he had made earlier in the letter. Here he indicated that pleasing God is not a matter of personal choice, but rather a necessary imperative for every Christian. The believer is to do this “more and more.” Not only did Paul urge them with repeated language; he added the phrase “by the Lord Jesus” to the preface of his request. 

Note again that Paul’s view of the Christian life was compared to that of a “walk,” not merely an experience. In verse two, Paul continued, “For ye know what commandments we gave you by the Lord Jesus.” He was not proposing a new truth. Instead, he was reemphasizing what he had previously preached in their midst. The Thessalonians were well aware of Paul’s call for them to achieve excellence. 

A Call to Consecration – 1 Thessalonians 4:3. “This is the will of God, even your sanctification, that ye should abstain from fornication.” Within this specific command is both the positive and negative side of pleasing God. Clearly, it is His will for His people to be holy. The term sanctification refers to the act and process of being set apart from sin to God. Paul’s first admonition designed to produce greater holiness is abstinence from sexual immorality. The Greek word porneia, translated here as “fornication,” refers to all manner of illicit sexual activity outside the boundaries of God’s will between consenting partners within the marriage bond (Hebrews 13:4). This includes adultery, premarital and extramarital intercourse, homosexuality, and all other perversions. 

The Thessalonians dwelt in a permissive society where even the Greek religions allowed sexual activity as acts of worship. Paul was emphatic that such behavior must be avoided. There is no appeal to Christian “liberty” that can justify fornication.
 The epistle writer contends this is a necessity “that every one of you should know how to possess his vessel in sanctification and honor” (v. 4). This victory can be achieved through Spirit-led self-discipline. 

There is a debate among Christian scholars as to whether the word vessel refers to “wife” (as in 1 Peter 3:7) or “body” (as in 2 Corinthians 4:7). If the former was the intention, the idea is to pursue marriage to avoid immorality, which Paul would write about later to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 7:2-5). If the latter is the case, the idea is that of having mastery over one’s appetites and desires.
 

In this verse Paul repeated the word sanctification and added the word honor. The inference is that sexual impurity brings dishonor and shame. In verse five Paul contrasted the lustful practices of heathens who do not know God with this commitment to purity by those who are in relationship with Him.

A Call to Conscientiousness – 1 Thessalonians 4:6. “That no man go beyond and defraud his brother in any matter: because the Lord is the avenger of all such, as we also have forewarned you and testified.” While this clause is certainly applicable in all situations, apparently the context indicates that Paul was still talking about sexual immorality when he used the language “defrauding his brother.” It indicates that more than just the offending parties are wronged. Companions and future companions suffer consequences because of others’ sins. 

The phrase “the Lord is the avenger” is a stern reminder that God will judge sin. While this is true of all iniquity, it is emphasized repeatedly in Scripture that this is true of fornication (1 Corinthians 6:13-20; Hebrews 13:4). Verse seven repeats the command of verse three: “For God hath not called us unto uncleanness, but unto holiness.” Verse eight asserts that one who despises holiness actually despises God. Those who treat sexual sin lightly, in essence treat God as of no account, for the prohibition is His.

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( DISCUSSION: It has been said that “everyone lives to please someone: himself, his spouse, his parents, his child, his God, or someone else.” 
 Ask: Do you agree or disagree? Why or why not?
( WORD MEANING: Having pointed out the two historic possibilities for the meaning of the word vessel (v. 4), offer two explanations for preferring the use of “body” over that of “wife”:

1. If “wife” is correct, it requires a low view of marriage that the primary duty of the wife is to satisfy her husband’s sexual desires. 

2. The words of verse four do not apply only to the male portion of the church. Neither married nor single women could acquire a wife, but all of both genders, married and single, should control their own bodies.
 
( QUOTATION: John Wesley said, “No one can step from conversion to heaven without any holiness in between.” Wesley’s great contribution to Christian theology was his conviction that at the very heart of the purpose for the cross and the plan of salvation was the “recovery of holiness.” He believed Jesus’ death did more for us than simply save us from hell and prepare us for heaven; it also made it possible for us to experience a sanctified life in the here and now.
 
3. Act With Love and Responsibility

(1 Thessalonians 4:9-12)

COMMENTARY

A Presumption – 1 Thessalonians 4:9. “As touching brotherly love ye need not that I write unto you: for ye yourselves are taught of God to love one another.” Here the apostle made a transition from exhortations of moral purity to a call for the Thessalonians to excel in genuine love for others. The writer of the letter to the Hebrews issued this same edict: “Let brotherly love continue” (Hebrews 13:1). 

The phrase “taught of God” is a precious expression that suggests more than just communication via human ministry. It seems to convey the idea that God is love, and as He abides in us, He teaches us to be like Him.
 Those who are in true relationship with the Lord cannot help but love. Paul didn’t need to write further about what the Holy Spirit had already penned on their hearts. While sexual impurity should be avoided, loving other believers should be prized and practiced. 

A Prescription – 1 Thessalonians 4:10. “And indeed ye do it toward all the brethren which are in all Macedonia: but we beseech you, brethren, that ye increase more and more.” This subsequent statement reveals that the basis for these remarks was the report from Timothy. These are words of commendation, for they reveal that not only had the Thessalonians been taught about brotherly love; they also had practiced it. Evidently, to needy believers in Berea, Philippi, and elsewhere in Macedonia, these Christians had shown genuine love and ministry. 

This love may have included hospitality for Christians traveling through Thessalonica. In the ancient world, it was difficult for travelers to find decent accommodations, except from their friends.
 Paul’s only admonition for them was that they do so “more and more.” This may be a hint that their benevolence was waning or had become inconsistent. 

Verse 11 follows with an even more practical admonition: “And that ye study to be quiet, and to do your own business, and to work with your own hands, as we commanded you.” These three statements undoubtedly were addressing concerns Paul had for the Thessalonian believers based on Timothy’s report. The first two directives may have been sent to those whose “brotherly love” had caused them to become busybodies in the lives of others. The third clause appears to be directed toward those who were able to work but were content to live off the support of others.

A Precedent – 1 Thessalonians 4:12. “That ye may walk honestly toward them that are without, and that ye may have lack of nothing.” Paul gave two reasons why the believers should earn their own living in this manner: 

1. Their daily lives might win the respect of outsiders, and 

2. Such a lifestyle would make them less dependent on others.

While the greatest motivation for the Christian is to please the Lord, the discerning believer must also be conscious of his or her witness to the world. The perception that Christians are loafers or freeloaders would indeed have been a deplorable testimony in the commercialized metropolis of Thessalonica. Respect is often difficult to earn, and the reputation of the church is often jeopardized by the failures of a few. Christians should never feel they are entitled to financial favors simply because of their faith.

Heeding these words would provide these believers with a balanced approach to living that would please the Lord and be beyond a reproach to those around them. 

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( DISCIPLINE: The admonition to “study to be quiet” (4:11) indicates that much effort must be exerted to master this spiritual discipline. One way to mature in this area is to practice solitude, a custom of Christians through the centuries designed to bring them closer to the Lord and to enhance their relationships with others. It involves taking deliberate retreats away from people in order to spend time listening to the Lord through His Word and creation. It was a practice of our Lord Jesus to separate Himself from others on a regular basis to have special communion with His Father (Mark 1:35). Encourage class members struggling in this area to set aside time for annual, weekly, and daily moments just to be with the Master. 

( OBSERVATION: Why should we “walk honestly before them which are without” (v. 12)? The unbelieving world is not watching how we worship in church; they are watching how we live among them. Our lives are the only Bible many people will ever read. All they will know of Jesus Christ is what they see of Him in us. What an awesome responsibility to know that we are truly His representatives on this earth.

( DISCUSSION: Ask: Why did Paul write at length about sanctification, holiness, and practical Christian living just before addressing the rapture of the Church? Point out to the class that this is not an isolated case but rather a repeated pattern in the epistles (Titus 2:11-14; 2 Peter 3:10, 11; 1 John 2:28; 3:1-3).

Closing the Lesson

( FINAL STATEMENT: Reemphasize the lesson title, Bible Focus, Lesson Objective, and Central Truth. Offer this concluding statement: Your best is enough to please God, even if nobody else is impressed with it. And less than your best is not enough to please Him, even if everyone else is impressed with it.

( ANTICIPATION: Next week we leave the Thessalonian letters for one lesson to contemplate the Christmas story all over again. Remind the class that it was because of Jesus Christ’s incarnation, life, death, and resurrection that we are able to live a holy life that pleases Him. May we add this blessing to our thanksgiving for all His advent brought us.

Looking Ahead


Next week we will digress from our lessons from the Thessalonian letters for one week to focus on the wonderful exploration of “Why Christ Came.” The consequences of the Incarnation will be examined from the entire spectrum of Scripture, including passages from Genesis, Isaiah, Luke, Galatians, and Hebrews. Be prepared for a fascinating study of the theological implications of the meaning of Christmas.
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