
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #12

“Handbook for Holy Living (part 3)”

1 Thessalonians 5:19-28

Tonight we return to 1 Thessalonians chapter five, continuing on the theme of a “Handbook for Holy Living.” In this chapter the apostle Paul gives eighteen brief commands that every Christian ought to follow. In previous studies we have looked at our relationships within the church, our relationship to our circumstances, and this evening we will consider our relationship with our Creator.

There is no more important relationship we have on earth than our relationship with God. He created us so that we could have a relationship with Him. Jesus Christ came to earth and died for our sins so that we could have a relationship with Him. The Holy Spirit lives within us so that we could have a relationship with Him. 

For the most part, our relationship with God is something He has accomplished. He has taken the initiative; He has done what we could never do; and He alone receives the credit for our relationship with Him. Yet He has created this relationship with certain responsibilities we must fulfill, all the while acknowledging that, without Him, we can do nothing. And so tonight we will consider our spiritual responsibilities; our spiritual renewal; and our spiritual reassurance.

Our Spiritual Responsibilities

Paul begins this section with our spiritual responsibilities. These are actions we must do for ourselves in our relationship with God. The first is found in verse 19, “Do not put out the Spirit’s fire.” The King James Version reads, “Quench not the Spirit.” 

By using the word “quench,” Paul pictured the Spirit of God as fire. Isaiah 4:4 speaks of “the Spirit of fire” (see niv text note); Revelation 4:5 depicts the sevenfold spirit (see niv text note) of God as seven blazing lamps; and, of course, we are reminded of the “tongues of fire” that appeared above each believer when the Holy Spirit came on the day of Pentecost. Fire speaks of power, light, and warmth. When the Holy Spirit is at work in our lives and churches, we have a warmth of love in our hearts, light for our minds, and energy for our wills. 

I recall the first time I ever read through the Bible. Like most people on such an endeavor, I got through the familiar stories of Genesis and Exodus in pretty good time. Then came Leviticus. Oh, what a challenge Leviticus can be to the modern Christian reader! All the sacrifices and rituals and rules—none of which are in effect today! Yet as I read through the book, one verse really jumped out at me. It was Leviticus 6:13, “The fire must be kept burning on the altar continuously; it must not go out.” For the priests in the Old Testament, this was a very practical verse. It took a lot of fire to consume the sacrifices of the people, so it was imperative to keep the fire going. But it struck me in the same way this verse in 1 Thessalonians does. The fire of the Spirit must not go out on the altar of our hearts; we must maintain that devotion to Christ that motivates and energizes our lives.
 

A similar general statement closely related to quenching the Holy Spirit is found in Ephesians 4:30: “Grieve not the Holy Spirit.” He can be wounded, grieved, or hurt. This can only happen within a relationship of love or friendship.
 Michael Vayda adds,

The Holy Spirit is a person, not just a vague, impersonal influence, not just a theologian’s term, not just a songwriter’s fancy, but one who can be closer to us than our breathing, one who can be nearer to us than our hands and feet. You don’t lie to a stone or statue; you lie to a person. You don’t insult a thing; you insult a person. You don’t vex an “it”; you vex a person. The Holy Spirit is a person. It is possible for us to quench the Holy Spirit.

Paul uses the negative mē with the present imperative in the Greek. This may be a command to cease from something already in progress.
 Perhaps the apostle was aware of how the Thessalonians were already putting out the Spirit’s fire, and he was instructing them to stop it. Certainly there is nothing hypothetical about it; it can happen, and all too often it does happen within the body of Christ.

I believe verses 20-22 belong together: “Do not treat prophecies with contempt. Test everything. Hold on to the good. Avoid every kind of evil.” The niv places a semi-colon between verses 19 and 20, marking a continuation of thought. This may be true; one way of putting out the Spirit’s fire is to treat prophecies with contempt.
 If I may, I would put a colon at the end of verse 20, indicating that this is how to do it. Or perhaps we could read it this way: “Do not treat prophecies with contempt by testing everything, holding on to the good, and avoiding every kind of evil.”
Remember that in the church of the first century, both apostles (like Paul) and prophets (like Silas) were present teaching and preaching and equipping the believers. The church in Thessalonica may have had prophets, too; or Paul knew they would be visited by traveling prophets. These prophets had special spiritual authority; they were the mouthpieces of God’s Spirit in those fledgling communities that still had no written New Testament to consult as the final authority in matters of faith and practice.

However, not all prophets and prophetic utterances claiming to be from the Spirit were authentic. Jesus had already clearly warned in Matthew 7:15, “Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.” And much later the apostle John urged in 1 John 4:1, “Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world.” Such an understandably cautious approach to prophecy might have turned some in Thessalonica a little skittish on the whole “prophetic utterances” thing, leading them to shun prophets altogether and thus “quench the Spirit.” The answer was not to mute the Spirit’s voice speaking through the prophets of the early church, but to approach everything with discernment. So Paul says, “Examine everything carefully; hold fast to that which is good; abstain from every form of evil.”
In our day, nearly two thousand years after the age of the apostles and prophets, we still have the voice of the Spirit speaking directly to us through the prophetic writings, the Holy Scriptures breathed out by God through His Spirit. Today we quench the Spirit when we fail to hear and heed His word given in the Old and New Testaments. But we also need to be discerning, testing everything. We can’t always assume that our personal interpretations of the Bible are accurate; we need fellow believers and teachers to help us see our blind spots. Nor can we foolishly trust that everything our pastor or teacher tells us is true to God’s prophetic word. With humility and spiritual maturity come greater biblical discernment.

The verb translated “test” is dokimazō, often used in the ancient world of testing metals, to determine if it is real. Here it plainly means “avoid gullibility,” or “apply spiritual tests to all that claims to be from God.”

How should we test what we hear as it relates to preaching and teaching? John Stott suggests the following:

The first test is the plain truth of Scripture. Like the inhabitants of Berea in Acts 17:11, we are to “examine the Scriptures” to see if what any Christian teacher says is true. The second test is the divine-human person of Jesus, as seen in 1 John 4:1-3. If we are to “test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world,” this is how we are to discern between the true and the false: “Every spirit [i.e. prophet claiming inspiration] that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist…” The third test is the gospel of God’s free and saving grace through Christ. According to Galatians 1:6-9, anybody who perverts this gospel deserves to be “eternally condemned.” The fourth test is the known character of the speaker. When Jesus told us in Matthew 7:15, “Watch out for false prophets,” warning us that they are wolves disguised as sheep, he added: “By their fruit you will recognize them.” Just as a tree may be identified by its fruit, so a teacher may be identified by his character and conduct. The fifth test is the degree to which what is said “edifies,” that is, builds up and benefits, the church. An authentic prophetic message will “strengthen, encourage and comfort” the hearers, “edify the church,” bring a conviction of sin and an awareness of God, and be conducive to peace and order, and, above all, to love.

Once these tests have been applied to the words spoken, the Thessalonians would be in a position to hold on to the good and to avoid every kind of evil. And the word kalos (‘good’) was used of what was a genuine as opposed to a counterfeit coin.
 Interestingly, the change from “the good” in verse 21 to “every kind of evil” may well be significant. The good is one, but evil is manifold; it is to be avoided in all its forms.

Our Spiritual Renewal 

Verse 23 moves to our spiritual renewal: “May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

Sanctification may be a scary sounding word to some, but it is a common theme in the Bible. To be sanctified simply means to be set apart for a special use. Spiritually speaking, to be sanctified means to be set apart to be used by God. In order for this to happen, we must be cleansed, as Paul illustrates 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. 

There is a human aspect of sanctification‚ in that we are called on to consecrate ourselves to the doing of God’s will. But the power manifest in the sanctified life is not human but divine, and Paul’s prayer reflects this. In the deepest sense our sanctification is the work of God in us.
 Yes, we are active in yielding to the power of the Spirit and depending on His gracious and powerful provision, but it is ultimately God who is working in us “both to will and to work for His good pleasure” (Php. 2:12-13). In the original Greek text of 1 Thessalonians 5:23, there’s no equivocation about who is ultimately the source of power for godly living—and it’s not us! Not only does Paul use the intensifying pronoun “Himself,” but he makes this the opening word of his sentence, which in Greek often means it’s receiving the emphasis. It is God Himself who is sanctifying us.
 And this is important, because spiritual growth is impossible unless the Spirit of God is at work.

Paul identifies God here as “the God of peace.” This somewhat unique title appears a half-dozen other times in the New Testament as well (Rom. 15:33; 16:20; 2 Cor. 13:11; Php. 4:9; 2 Thess. 3:16; Heb. 13:20). In Paul’s Jewish way of thinking, it may be related to the Hebrew word shalom, which means more than mere absence of noise or freedom from trouble. It has the idea of “wholeness” or “well-being.” 
It’s not a surprise, then, that Paul prays that the “God of peace” would sanctify them “entirely.” He wants a complete setting-apart and consecration of every dimension of their lives—physical, spiritual, mental, emotional. Jesus similarly called His disciples in Mark 12:30 to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength,” echoing the same sentiment of Deuteronomy 6:5. In Romans 12:1-2, Paul urged believers to “present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. 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.” God wants our entire selves, not parts of us, to be wholly consecrated to Him.

Scholars are divided on how to interpret “spirit, soul, and body” here. Some argue these are three parts to a human being, whereas others argue for two (the material “body” and the immaterial “soul” or “spirit”). Still others contend that humans are whole beings and cannot be divided up into distinct parts.

I favor the three-part distinction, though any existing without the others make for an incomplete being. I believe that the human spirit is that highest part of us through which we have communion with God, and where the Holy Spirit dwells when we are born again; the soul represents the personality, made up of my thoughts, will, emotions; while the body is that which links us with the material world, and the instrument of my outward deeds. We are three parts, created in the image of God. In my spirit I am God-conscious; in my soul I am self-conscious; in my body I am world-conscious.
 Yet we acknowledge that the unity of man is being emphasized by the fact that both the verb and the adjective whole are singular‚ though they apply to all three.

Notice that the work of sanctification is to make us blameless before God. This is not the same as faultless. I heard it explained this way: Imagine a widowed mother with two small girls, aged eight and two. After coming home from work, she puts the baby to bed, gets a snack for the older girl, and sits down to work on a knitting project. Before long she falls asleep with the knitting needles and yarn in her lap. The eight-year-old comes in, sees her mother asleep, and decides to help her out. She takes the needles and yarn into another room and begins to work. When the mother awakens, she wonders where her knitting went. Then the little girl comes in and proudly says, “Look, mommy, I helped you!” The mother looks at the stitches—uneven, disproportionate, and without a doubt unacceptable to anybody else—yet she does not scold her daughter or remove her work. The stitches were far from faultless, but the little girl was blameless in her efforts.
 One day we will stand faultless before the throne; in this life we can be blameless before God.

Isn’t it good to know that our spiritual renewal is not the product of our efforts, any more than our salvation is the achievement of our own works? Yes, we still have to be responsive to the Spirit of God, but He is the One who accomplishes the work of sanctification in our lives, and it applies to every level of our consciousness—with God, with ourselves, and with the outside world.

Our Spiritual Reassurance

Very briefly I want to conclude this evening with our spiritual reassurance, found in verse 24: “The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.” We can be confident that God will keep His promises. God is faithful, and He will finish what He started.
 Paul elsewhere writes in Philippians 1:6, “being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”

Christians ought to be the most confident people—not arrogant or cocky in our own abilities or achievements, but with the assurance that God is at work in us, and He will complete the work. Isn’t that reassuring? Doesn’t that take a load off our ourselves?

I can think of no better way to end this message—and the study of the letter of 1 Thessalonians—than with the concluding benediction found in Jude 24-25

To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy—to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen.
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