
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #6

“The Life that Pleases God”

1 Thessalonians 4:1-8

Times, they are a-changin’.

Regardless of our age, as we look back in our lives, we are amazed at how different things are now as compared to then. What do you think is the greatest difference between the present and the past? Is it technology? Is it fashion? Is it communication?

I would suggest that the greatest difference between now and even a generation or two ago is ethical. What is ethics? Ethics is the determination of right and wrong. Our culture has decided that there is no such thing as right and wrong…there is no such thing as objective truth…we can make up the rules as we go along. Sounds just like Judges 21:25, “In those days Israel had no king; all the people did whatever seemed right in their own eyes” [nlt].

Maybe times aren’t changin’ that much after all.

Maybe we are.

John Stott writes, 

One of the great weaknesses of contemporary evangelical Christianity is our comparative neglect of Christian ethics, in both our teaching and our practice. In consequence, we have become known rather as people who preach the gospel than as those who live and adorn it. One of the main reasons for this is that our churches do not (on the whole) teach ethics.

Chuck Swindoll adds, 

Since its inception, the church was built to be a stronghold of personal holiness. Against the shifting sands of popular opinions, the household of God is called to remain committed to moral purity. But one of the most disturbing signs of a deteriorating church is its compromise of biblical moral foundations. When this foundation begins to sag with loosening standards, crack under cultural pressures, or wash away with the flow, the moral fortitude of Christians is weakened, purity polluted, and innocence lost. How do we do moral foundation work when the cultural ground keeps shifting? We need to return consciously and constantly to the clear, unmistakable foundation of God’s Word.

If we want to see our nation, our communities, and our families return to the kind of morals we used to have as a people, it needs to start right here, in the church, by taking the Bible seriously. It is not going to happen in our schools or statehouses, in Hollywood or Madison Avenue. If it doesn’t come from the church is won’t happen at all.

The Instruction of God’s Word

Turn with me to 1 Thessalonians 4:1-2,

Finally, brothers, we instructed you how to live in order to please God, as in fact you are living. Now we ask you and urge you in the Lord Jesus to do this more and more. For you know what instructions we gave you by the authority of the Lord Jesus. 

Paul shifts gears at this point of the letter, from recounting his experiences to the instruction of God’s Word. Notice that Paul begins by reminding these Christians that he had already told them how to live out their Christian faith. That encourages me, for even back then, he had to tell them more than once. And you and I need to be told more than once, don’t we? Sometimes things don’t sink in the first time, or we miss them, or we aren’t ready for them.

Twice in these two verses Paul uses forms of the word “instruction.” The Greek term (parangelias) is not a common one in the New Testament. In the first century it was used as an order passed from one to another, as when a command is passed along a line of soldiers, and it is often used for military orders. It is very appropriate for authoritative commands, such as those given “by the authority of the Lord Jesus.”
 It is clear, then, that when Paul is preaching the gospel and when he is teaching ethics, he claims to be speaking with the same divine authority. His gospel is God’s word, and his instructions are Christ’s commandments.

Paul’s instructions are not about doctrinal theory but on practical living. “We instructed you how to live,” he writes in verse one, and not just how to live, but how to live “in order to please God.” In the original language “how to live” is really “how you must live;” pleasing God is not a matter of personal choice, but an imperative necessity for the Christian.

Everybody lives to please somebody. Many people live to please themselves. They have no sensitivity to the needs of others. Yet Romans 15:1-3 states, 

We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves. Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up. For even Christ did not please himself, but as it is written: “The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me.”

Those who live to please themselves are completely self-centered. This is the opposite of love. And it is the opposite of the life that pleases God.

Some live to please others. It is possible to both please others and honor God, but it is also possible to dishonor God by pleasing others. Earlier in this letter Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 2:4, “We are not trying to please men but God, who tests our hearts.” In Galatians 1:10 he states, “Am I now trying to win the approval of men, or of God? Or am I trying to please men? If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a servant of Christ.” Paul was no man-pleaser.

Pleasing God ought to be the major motive of the Christian life.
 Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:9, “So we make it our goal to please him.” The Holy Spirit works in our lives “giving you the desire and the power to do what pleases Him” (Philippians 2:13, nlt). Jesus Himself said in John 8:29, “I always do what pleases him.”
The instructions of God’s Word not only tell us about God; they tell us how to please Him.

The Intention of God’s Will

Paul moves on to the intention of God’s will in verses 3-6,

It is God’s will that you should be sanctified: that you should avoid sexual immorality; that each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honorable, not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God; and that in this matter no one should wrong his brother or take advantage of him.
There are several passages of Scripture that tell us God’s will, and this is one of them. In the Greek, the word will has no article, signifying that what follows is not the whole will of God. There are many things included in God’s will, but one is certainly the injunction that follows. As Christians we must not concern ourselves only with those things that appeal to us. We must have regard to the fact that God is interested in all that we do.

Specifically Paul says that it is God’s will that we be sanctified. What in the world is that? Technically, sanctification means “set apart for a special use.” If you have a cup that is only to be used for your coffee, it is sanctified—set apart for that purpose. If you want to be used by God, though, you must be clean, as Paul writes in 2 Timothy 2:20-21,

In a large house there are articles not only of gold and silver, but also of wood and clay; some are for noble purposes and some for ignoble. If a man cleanses himself from the latter, he will be an instrument for noble purposes, made holy, useful to the Master and prepared to do any good work. 

Sanctification has a past aspect in that all believers have been “set apart” at salvation in a onetime declaration of righteousness based on the “once for all” sacrifice of Christ. Sanctification also has a future aspect, when believers both resurrected and living will be transformed from mortal to glorious immortal bodies that will be made “holy and blameless.” But here, Paul emphasizes present or ongoing sanctification—the process by which believers are made progressively more holy as they are set apart from evil and for good. It’s our progress in spiritual growth between our initial experience of salvation and our entry into heaven. In the present “in between” time, we have our ups and downs, steps forward and backward, seasons of spiritual victory and moments of defeat, periods of doubt and confirmations in faith. But progressive sanctification means we ought to gradually make progress in growth toward greater Christlikeness by the power of the Spirit.

Sanctification is not a matter for only certain Christians; we are all, in fact, “saints” if we are in Christ. This does not mean that we are morally perfect, but that we are given over to God to do His will. Thus a process is begun in which the old ways and the old habits are increasingly done away and replaced with new ways that fit the service of God. This is a long and necessary process, and much of the New Testament is taken up with instruction as to how it may be furthered. Here Paul lays it down firmly that it is God’s will that God’s people live in God’s way.

Two words that are often associated with sanctification are “purity” and “holiness.” Those are often uncomfortable terms for Christians. They sound so self-righteous and sanctimonious. Actually, purity and holiness are two crucial parts of practical Christian living.
 I like how Chuck Colson puts it: “Holiness is the everyday business of every Christian. It evidences itself in the decisions we make and the things we do, hour by hour, day by day.”
 

Specifically in this text Paul deals with a delicate and important subject that evangelical churches too long have avoided from their pulpits; it is the subject of sexual holiness and purity. Even a casual reading of the passage reveals that Paul deals with it in a straightforward, forthright manner. He wasn’t worried about embarrassing anyone. His motivation was to instruct Christians as to God’s will for them in matters of sex.
 No matter how uncomfortable it may be to preach or to hear, we still need God-inspired exhortations from the Word of God. Sin basically hasn’t changed since Paul’s day, and neither has the solution for sin.

The King James Version of verse 3 uses the word “fornication.” Historically, the word “fornication” was understood as immoral sexual relations before marriage, while “adultery” referred to illicit relations between married people. In fact, the Greek word in the New Testament for sexual immorality is porneia, which is where we get our English root for the word pornography. This Greek word covered all forms of illicit sexual acts.

Yet this passage does seem to refer to unmarried persons who were tempted to engage in sex before marriage. This is a relevant message today, as many in modern times tend to substitute for marriage the experience of living together as couples—perhaps even with no thought of ever getting married in some instances. What used to be called “living in sin” or “shacking up together” is now euphemistically called “living together,” “partnering,” or “cohabitation.” But a loving God wants us to know that he did not make us to live like this, nor did he give the gift of sex to have us end up disappointed, for “living together” is not what it might seem to be at first glance.

All too frequently the wisdom of the street-smart was “try it before you buy it.” The analogy was one of taking a car for a test-drive before you decided to buy it, which made sense for cars, since they were not living beings made in the image of God. But people are not made out of steel and plastic in the way cars are. And, as it turned out, this type of logic usually proved to be positive only for the test-driver; the other partner tended to be treated as if he or she were just part of the equipment, that is, the car that was being test-driven. When the test-driver rejected the car, the car was not left with any psychological aftereffects, but the same could not be said of people who had suffered a much more injurious type of rejection.

The problem with this mindset is that research has consistently confirmed that couples who begin by cohabiting usually have almost a 50 percent greater chance of getting divorced once they marry.
 Some have wished to deny this correlation, stressing instead that the figures are flawed since these same types of people are the more unconventional persons anyway, without many of the mores and morals of society. Nevertheless, even when this factor is weighed into the studies, the seriousness of prematurely experiencing the joys of marriage, especially in premarital sexual relations, still comes with the same warning that there is a higher probability of divorce in that relationship. Premarital sexual experiences raise the stakes exceedingly high for later unfaithfulness in marriage and increase the risk for divorce.

Unfortunately this is increasingly practiced and condoned by Christians. And many don’t want to hear about it. A church member criticized her pastor because he was preaching against sin in the lives of Christians. “After all,” she said, “sin in the life of a believer is different from sin in the lives of unsaved people.” “Yes,” replied the pastor, “it is worse.” 

The Invitation of God’s Wrath

When these instructions are ignored, what transpires is the invitation of God’s wrath. Paul writes in verses 6-8,

The Lord will punish men for all such sins, as we have already told you and warned you. For God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life. There-fore, he who rejects this instruction does not reject man but God, who gives you his Holy Spirit. 

To despise and disobey God’s commandments is to invite the judgment of God and also to grieve the Spirit of God.
 For Christians this does not mean the loss of salvation, but it will involve painful correction here on earth. 

Today, evil, lust and immorality come in all kinds of wrappings. God’s will, according to 1 Thessalonians 4:3-4 is that no Christian be entertained, interested or enticed by it. Christian purity and holiness is not sanctimonious, self-righteous drivel. It concerns right where we live daily and is a crucial part of doing God’s will. If we are running around trying to find God’s specific answers for certain questions but are living impure lives, why should God give us those answers when we still haven’t obeyed a major part of His will that He has already revealed? God’s will is that we be saved, Spirit-filled and sanctified—set apart as pure and holy people fit for His use.

There is an urgent need for us, as pluralism and relativism spread worldwide, to follow Paul’s example and give people plain, practical, ethical teaching. Christian parents must teach God’s moral law to their children at home. Sunday School teachers must ensure that their pupils know at least the Ten Commandments. Pastors must not be afraid to expound biblical standards of behaviour from the pulpit, so that the congregation grasps the relationship between right and wrong. And from the beginning converts must be told that the new life in Christ is a holy life, a life bent on pleasing God by obeying his commandments.

How does the Spirit of God help us live a clean life, free from sexual impurity? To begin with, He creates holy desires within us so that we have an appetite for God’s pure Word and not the polluted garbage of the flesh. Also, He teaches us the Word and helps us to recall God’s promises in times of temptation. As we yield to the Spirit, He empowers us to walk in holiness and not be detoured into the lusts of the world. In Galatians 5 Paul teaches the fruit of the Spirit overcomes the works of the flesh.

In short, as Hebrews 12:14 tells us, “Without holiness it is impossible to please God.” The life that pleases God is one that cares about right and wrong in every area of life. And we must allow God to make the rules for our lives.
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