
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #7

“The Life that Pleases God (part 2)”

1 Thessalonians 4:9-12

Have you ever had someone that was impossible to please?

Perhaps it was a parent or a spouse or a boss. No matter how hard you tried, it was never good enough. Regardless of how good you did, they only pointed out what was wrong or still needed improvement. 

I had a boss like that once. I was in high school and I worked at a convenience store/gas station. My employer was an older man that I could never seem to please. At least that’s what I thought. I heard later that the boss complimented my work…to every body but me.

Last Sunday evening we considered “The Life that Pleases God.” Yet there are many Christians who believe that, in order to please God, they must do something big, to accomplish some great spiritual achievement, or have some great spiritual experience. In the back of their minds they believe that God is so hard to please, that you can never really attain that acceptance.

Yet, as we saw from Paul’s words in 1 Thessalonians 4:1, “Finally, brothers, we instructed you how to live in order to please God, as in fact you are living.” God is not impossible to please, and, as we will see as we continue our study this evening, it does not have to be monumental to be please God. In verses 9-12, three simple actions are commanded: love repeatedly, live responsibly, and lead respectfully.

Love Repeatedly

Paul begins in verses 9-10, “Now about brotherly love we do not need to write to you, for you yourselves have been taught by God to love each other. And in fact, you do love all the brothers throughout Macedonia. Yet we urge you, brothers, to do so more and more.”
He challenges the believers in Thessalonica to love repeatedly. The two words most used for love in the New Testament are philia and agape. Philia love is the love of deep affection, such as in friendship or even marriage. But agape love is the love God shows toward us. It is not simply a love based on feeling; it is expressed in our wills. Agape love treats others as God would treat them, regardless of feelings or personal preferences. The word philadelphia is translated “brotherly love.” Because Christians belong to the same family, and have the same Father, they should love one another.
 This love is to be exercised by Christians towards all people, irrespective of their merit. But we should also exercise a special brotherly love to those united with us in the household of faith.

While Paul uses the word philadelphia here, this shouldn’t be seen as a lower form of love that falls short of the unconditional, agape love that ought to characterize Christians. Later in the same verse Paul acknowledges that the Thessalonians themselves were taught by God to love (agapao) one another.
 That phrase “taught of God” occurs only here in the New Testament, pointing to an activity of God within the heart.
 How are we to understand this? God had taught his people in the Old Testament to love their neighbor, and Jesus had given His disciples His “new command” to “love one another.” But Paul’s reference seems to be to teaching given neither by the Father in the Old Testament, nor by the Son during His public ministry, but rather by the Holy Spirit dwelling in our hearts.

Why do we need to be taught to love? For one thing, loving goes against the grain of our sinful, self-centered nature. Furthermore, we have to admit that, even within the family of God, some of our brothers and sisters are simply hard to love.
 As one little poem puts it,

To dwell above with saints I love

To me that will be glory;

To dwell below with saints I know,

Well, brother, that’s another story!

Now the Thessalonians seemed to have this step down pretty well. Paul writes that they consistently practiced this brotherly love; the present tense in “you do” (poieite) has the full force of continuous action: “you habitually do.”
 The apostle is not writing in a negative tone at all; he is commending them!

Yet he challenges to love repeatedly; to “do so more and more.” When this happens in the life of a Christian or of a church, growth is bound to happen.

How does God cause our love to “increase more and more”? By putting us into circumstances that force us to practice Christian love. Love is the “circulatory system” of the body of Christ, but if our spiritual muscles are not exercised, the circulation is impaired. The difficulties that we believers have with one another are opportunities for us to grow in our love. This explains why Christians who have had the most problems with each other often end up loving one another deeply, much to the amazement of the world.

Live Responsibly

The second step in this passage is to live responsibly, as seen in verse 11, “Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you.” Here we see a proper ambition, a proper attitude, and a proper action.  
The proper ambition is “to lead a quiet life.” The term “ambition” was a very common word in ancient Greek culture. It was a prominent characteristic in their political and social life. They were always longing to be first, wanting to get ahead, to make a name for themselves, to be prominent.
 Many children have ambitions to be a star athlete or a famous entertainer or a wealthy businessman. (When I was in grade school, my ambition was to be President of the United States. Not so much any more!) 

In the original language this is a striking oxymoron, or contradiction of terms, which could be rendered into English “make it your ambition to have no ambition!”
 But that’s not really the idea here. Paul is really writing to endeavor to be calm, collected, and tranquil in spirit. In other words, make it your ambition to keep your cool!
 This refers to a quality of life or quiet disposition—that is, the avoidance of agitated, excitable, and restless preoccupation with things that mark Christians as out-of-step quacks rather than followers of Christ in step with the Spirit.

One of the quickest ways for a Christian to lose his or her influence, and to destroy the good we may have done is to get mad and tell somebody off. When we do this, we not only harm ourselves spiritually, but we do irreparable harm to our testimony for Jesus Christ.

The proper attitude we should exhibit is “to mind your own business.” This seemed to be a real problem with the Thessalonians, as Paul had to write in his second letter, “We hear that some among you are idle. They are not busy; they are busybodies” (2 Thessalonians 3:11). Some were so busy meddling in other people’s matters, they weren’t taking care of their own.

We might not think this could happen in the church, but it most certainly can. After His resurrection, Jesus reinstated Peter to his place among the apostles, but also revealed that one day Peter would lay down his life for his Lord. Peter turned and saw John and asked Jesus, “What about him?” Jesus replied in John 21:22, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? You must follow me.” That was a nice way of saying, “Mind your own business, Peter! Don’t worry about what John is called to do; you follow your own calling!” I suspect He would say the same to many of His present-day disciples, as well.

The proper action is seen in verse 11, “to work with your own hands.” It is noteworthy that in writing to people in a Greek city he says “work with your hands,” for Greeks despised manual labor; they saw it as an occupation fit for slaves.

Whether it was motivated by their end-times fervor or by their single-minded evangelistic zeal, some of Paul’s readers may have concluded, “What’s the use in building something today when the world could end tomorrow?” or “Why waste my energy on temporal trivialities when people’s eternal souls are at risk?” Again, Paul wasn’t facing off against false reasoning, but against incomplete reasoning. This pattern of putting off the practical, everyday activities would get so bad that Paul would have to address it with an even heavier hand in 2 Thessalonians 3:11-12, “For we hear that some among you are leading an undisciplined life, doing no work at all, but acting like busybodies. Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to work in quiet fashion and eat their own bread.” 

Now we have no liberty to apply Paul’s teaching about work to those who are drawing unemployment benefit or living on welfare. The contemporary problem of unemployment is both a symptom of economic recession and a traumatic personal experience. What Paul is condemning here is not unemployment as such (when people want work but cannot find it) but idleness (when work is available but people do not want it).

When we refuse to earn our own wages while we’re perfectly capable of doing so, the eyes of the world will roll in disgust or place us in deserved contempt. To put it bluntly, an irresponsible, lazy lifestyle discredits the gospel. As those bearing Christ’s name, we need to be among the first to work with our hands, provide for our own, and maybe even earn extra to share with others.
 Furthermore, Christians need to be fiscally responsible, so as not to be a drain on others, and to have something to give to the Lord.

Lead Respectfully

Finally, Paul exhorts them (and us) to lead respectfully in verse 12, “…so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anybody.” In one sense as Christians we must live without regard to the opinion of the world, for our standards are those of our Master, not those of the community in which we live. But in another sense we must always have in mind the opinion of the world, for we must not bring discredit on our faith by being careless.
 Christians must remain distinctive from the world, yet attractive to the world.

One of the most effective ways a man has of witnessing to his faith is by working hard and conducting himself as a Christian gentlemen while so doing. Paul says, and experience documents it, that this results in his having enough money to pay his bills. It also causes those who are not Christians to trust and respect him. Often this trust and respect grows into a desire on the part of the unbelieving worker to have what the believing worker has.
 Christians not only have the obligation to love one another but also to be good testimonies to the people of the world.

The truth is, we are being watched. We may not be aware of it, but others are watching us. If they know we are Christians, they will measure Christianity by what they see in us. I remember in a workplace I overheard one coworker tell another while pointing at me, “There’s a role model. He keeps his mouth shut, minds his own business, and does his job.” That night I read this passage in 1 Thessalonians 4, and I could hardly believe my eyes! I wasn’t trying to live out these words of Paul, but someone who had probably never heard of Thessalonians before almost quoted these verses in describing me!

The life that pleases God is not impossible, and it is not even complicated. Love repeatedly, live responsibly, and lead respectfully—that is something any Christian can do, and the way to live a life that pleases God.
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