
Lesson   #4:   I   Thessalonians   4:1-18     
  
  

Introduction:     
Paul   drafted   his   letter   to   the   Thessalonian   church   out   of   his   excitement   
upon   hearing   about   the   great   faith   that   the   church   was   exhibiting.   He   
was   greatly   encouraged   when   he   heard   of   the   perseverance   of   the   church   
in   the   face   of   su�ering.     
However,   there   were   some   concerns   that   he   wished   to   address,   but   
before   he   could   do   so,   he   had   to   defend   his   name   and   his   motive.   The   
opposition   in   Thessalonica   accused   him   of   being   a   charlatan.   Paul   
masterfully   dealt   with   those   issues   in   Chapter   2   and   reestablished   his   
credibility.   
Paul   returned   to   expressing   his   longing   to   see   them   once   again   in   
chapter   three   as   he   a�ectionately   concluded   the   chapter   by   praying   that   
God   would   increase   and   abound   their   love   for   one   another   and   for   all   
(3:12).   
Chapter   four   begins   the   second   section   of   the   book.   This   section   is   
initially   an   exhortation   to   continue   living   moral   lives   and   to   stay   the  
course.   However,   he   will   add   correctives   to   their   understanding   where   
they   are   needed.   The   focus   will   be   their   personal   ethics   and   their   
understanding   of   eschatology.     

  
I.   Exhortation   and   Christian   Living   (4:1-12):   
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.     
1-2 .   “Finally”   signals   his   last   point.   As   is   Paul’s   usual   custom,   the   �nal   
point   in   his   letters   follows   his   theological   teachings.   The   �nal   point   
applies   the   teachings   to   the   practical   matters   of   living   a   Christian   life.      
-   “How   to   live”   is   really   how   you    must    live;   most   versions   translate   it   as   
“ought”.   Pleasing   God   is   not   an   option   or   a   personal   choice   like   which   
type   of   shampoo   we   choose   to   use.     
-   Paul   begins   by   encouraging   the   young   church   by   telling   them   that   he  
recognizes   that   they   are   committed   to   living   lives   that   are   honoring   to   
God.   However,   the   Thessalonians   are   to   “take   it   up   a   notch”   as   Paul   tells   
them   to   do   this   “more   and   more.”     

  



-   Paul   confesses   that   what   he   taught   them   was   not   his   personal   opinions   
on   how   one   should   live,   but   instead   it   comes   from   on   high,   even   the   
Lord   Jesus.     

  
Q 1    Paul   twice   in   this   passage   uses   the   title   “Lord”   and   not   “savior”   why   
is   it   that   he   does   so   especially   within   the   context   of   leading   holy   lives?     
    
  

II.   Sexual   Purity   (4:3-8):     
First   century   Greco-Roman   culture   was   well   known   for   its   sexual   
immorality.      Fornication   was   not   seen   as   a   sin,   sex   was   part   of   temple   
worship,   and   peverseness   was   considered   part   of   the   fabric   of   society.   
Paul   tackles   this   issue   head-on.     

  
  
  
  
  

It   is   God's   will   that   you   should   be   sancti�ed:   that   you   should   avoid   sexual   

immorality;     
3 .   Paul   �rst   deals,   speci�cally,   with   sexual   impurity.   He   states   that   it   is   
God’s   will   that   you   become   more   and   more   holy   (sancti�ed).    
-   Although   Paul   had   just   commended   them   on   their   faith,   this   does   not   
mean   that   there   was   not   occasional   sin.    Especially   when   the   prevailing   
culture   found   no   ethical   or   social   issues   with   the   sin.    Therefore,   they   are   
to   keep   vigil   and   work   toward   holiness.   

  
Q 2     There   are   sins   that   theour   culture   frowns   upon,   such   as,   child   
pornography,   theft,   and   murder.   However,   there   are   some   sins   that   our   
culture   views   as   acceptable   behavior.   What   are   some   of   these   sins   and   
what   are   we   to   learn   from   Paul   regarding   this   issue?      

  
  

Q 3    What   about   our   church   culture?    Are   there   “acceptable   sins”   in   our   
church   culture?    How   can   we   guard   against   these?   

  
  
  
  

  



That   each   of   you   should   learn   to   control   his   own   body   in   a   way   that   is   holy   and   

honorable,     
4 .   If   being   in   control   brings   honor   then   it   follows   that   being   out   of   
control   (sexually)   brings   shame.   

  
Q 3 .   To   whom   does   it   bring   shame?     

  
  

  -   Paul   directs   the   church   to   “learn   to   control”   our   bodies,   and   provides   
details   as   to   how   to   accomplish   this   in   the   next   couple   of   verses.     

  
Not   in   passionate   lust   like   the   heathen,   who   do   not   know   God;     
5 .   Those   that   do   not   know   God   make   no   e�ort   to   reign   in   their   passions.   
They   give   into   their   sexual   lusts   and   desires.   On   the   other   hand   those   
who   know   God,   Christians,   are   to   pursue   moral   holiness   by   recognizing   
(1)   how   misdirected   their   sexual   passions   can   be,   (2)   how   the   sinful   world   
will   try   to   incite   our   passions,   and   (3)   learn   what   God’s   will   is   for   
sexuality.   
-   What   determines   the   sexual   conduct   of   the   pagans   is   their   desire   to   
satisfy   their   sexual   passions   but   the   guide   to   Christian   sexuality   is   
knowing   God   and   longing   to   serve   Him.   

  
And   that   in   this   matter   no   one   should   wrong   his   brother   or   take   advantage   of   

him.   The   Lord   will   punish   men   for   all   such   sins,   as   we   have   already   told   you   and   

warned   you .     
6 .   Paul   now   deals   with   the   speci�c   issue   that   motivated   him   to   write   
about   sexual   immorality.   It   seems   that   adultery   occurred   between   
members   of   the   Christian   community.   It   is   not   clear   whether   it   was   an   
isolated   case   or   it   was   rampant,   but   whatever   the   case,   it   was   a   concern   
that   Timothy   brought   back   with   him.     
-   Although   the   Greco-Roman   world   was   so   lax   in   their   sexuality,   even   
they   were   generally   opposed   to   adultery.   A   law   was   passed   by   Augustus   
in   AD   18   prohibiting   adultery.    
-   We   must   understand   that   a   church   who   teaches   high   sexual   constraint   
in   a   society   who   is   so   sexually   loose   would   lose   its   moral   credibility   to   be   
a   witness   for   Christ   when   its   own   members   are   doing   things   that   the   
society   �nds   unacceptable     (Question   #5).     

  



-   To   “wrong   a   brother”   can   be   understood   as   “overstepping   the   bounds”   
or   “transgressing”   a   brother;   to   “take   advantage”   is   a   euphemistic   
reference   to   “sexual   relations.”     
-   Whether   the   one   who   instigated   this   sin   is   a   member   of   the   covenant   
community   or   not,   God   is   not   blind   to   this   sin   and   will   punish   
accordingly.   The   punishment   for   these   sins   is   not   limited   to   this   life   but   
may   have   eternal   consequences.      

  
Q 5 .   Beside   sexual   immorality   what   would   be   other   examples,   due   to   sin,   
of   the   church   losing   its   credibility   to   be   a   witness   for   Christ?     

  
  
  

For   God   did   not   call   us   to   be   impure,   but   to   live   a   holy   life.     
7 .   Paul,   being   a   prime   example,   was   in   full   realization   that   it   is   not   a   man   
that   calls   out   to   God   for   salvation,   but   it   is   God   who   calls   out   a   man   
unto   Himself.     
-   If   we   are   called   by   God   what   is   one   of   the   things   that   we   are   called   too?   
The   answer   is   clear:   we   are   to   live   sancti�ed   lives,   constantly   pursuing   
sexual   purity.      

  
Therefore,   he   who   rejects   this   instruction   does   not   reject   man   but   God,   who   gives   

you   his   Holy   Spirit.    
8 .   Paul   is   not   providing   teaching   that   he   has   conjured   up   in   his   mind,   but   
it   is   God’s.   Therefore,   they   are   not   rejecting   man’s   teaching   but   God’s.   
However,   to   reject   God’s   teaching   is   to   reject   God   Himself.     
-   Paul   inserts,   at   the   end   of   this   verse,   the   presence   of   the   Holy   Spirit   
who   has   been   given   by   the   Father   for   the   church.     
-   Earlier   (vs   4),   we   were   told   to   be   actively   involved   in   the   process   of   
sancti�cation,   but   in   this   verse   we   are   reminded   that   we   cannot   
overcome   our   sinfulness   without   the   enablement   from   the   Holy   Spirit   
(Ezek   36:27).   

  
Q 6 .   Who   then   is   responsible   for   our   personal   sancti�cation   –   us   or   the   
Holy   Spirit?      

  
  
  
  
  

  



III.   Brotherly   Love   (9-10):   
Verse   nine   begins   with   “PeriV   deV”   which   can   be   properly   understood   
as   “now   concerning.”   Messengers   were   an   expensive   and   exceptionally   
rare   commodity;   whenever   one   was   returning   to   his   sender   it   was   foolish   
for   him   to   go   back   empty-handed.   When   Timothy   was   about   to   go   back   
(3:6)   to   Paul,   the   church   in   Thessalonica   must   have   had   some   questions   
that   they   wanted   Paul   to   clarify.     
Thus,   when   Paul   begins   this   section,   he   is   answering   questions   that   were   
either   written   or   given   orally   to   Timothy.        

  
Now   concerning   brotherly   love   we   do   not   need   to   write   to   you,   for   you   yourselves  

have   been   taught   by   God   to   love   each   other.     
9 .   Paul   will   address   questions   of   (1)   brotherly   love,   (2)   earning   one’s   
living,   and   (3)   the   eventual   state   of   the   dead   when   the   Lord   returns   to   
Judge.     
-   Brotherly   love   is   what   binds   Christians   together   and   enhances   their   
relationships   with   one   another.   But   riding   on   the   heels   of   the   previous   
verse,   we   are   reminded   that   we   are   taught   to   love   by   the   Holy   Spirit.   

  
And   in   fact,   you   do   love   all   the   brothers   throughout   Macedonia.   Yet   we   urge   you,   

brothers,   to   do   so   more   and   more.     
10 .   It   would   seem   odd,   however,   that   even   though   Paul   mentions   that   
their   love   extends   throughout   the   Macedonian   region   and   his   previous   
praise   for   their   love   (3:6)   that   they   would   inquire   about   brotherly   love.     
-   The   answer   may   lie   in   the   fact   that   (1)   some   in   the   community   were   
practicing   sexual   immorality   (4:3-8),   (2)   some   were   being   lazy   and   taking   
advantage   of   wealthier   brothers   (4:11-12),   and   (3)   a   certain   level   of   
rebellion   was   present   in   the   church   (5:12-13).     
-   The   remedy   for   these   problems   is   for   the   church   to   love   one   another   
“more   and   more”.   

  
Q 7 .   Do   you   think   that   this   advice   applies   today   in   the   church?   

  
  

-   In   the   �nal   analysis,   the   Thessalonians   may   not   have   asked   a   question   
about   brotherly   love   but   when   Paul   had   the   opportunity   to   think   
through   and   digest   the   entire   situation;   his   pastoral   prescription   was   
that   they   need   to   practice   and   emanate   more   brotherly   love   toward   one   
another.      

  



  
IV.   Earning   one’s   living   (11-12):     
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,     
11 .   There   were   those   within   the   Christian   community   who   were   
primarily   focused   upon   the   Parousia   (revealing   and   returning)   of   the   
Lord.   Some   reasoned   that   if   Jesus   is   coming   soon   why   bother   working?     
-   Persons   with   plenty   of   time   and   no   work   tend   to   fall   into   the   trap   of  
gossiping   and   getting   into   other   persons’   business.     
-   Paul   tells   these   people   to   get   to   work.     
-   Sometimes,   doing   nothing,   although   it   seems   innocuous   at   �rst   can   be   
scandalous   and   distracting   to   some.    Much   hoopla   can   be   made   by   those   
wondering   why   an   able-bodied   person   is   not   working   or   carrying   his   
own   weight.   This   person   attracts   attention   to   himself   and   Paul   is   telling   
him   to   endeavor   to   lead   a   quiet   life.   

  
Q8.   Does   God   care   about   how   we   spend   our   time?   

  
  

So   that   your   daily   life   may   win   the   respect   of   outsiders   and   so   that   you   will   not   be   

dependent   on   anybody.     
12 .   On   one   level   Christians   should   not   be   concerned   about   the   opinions   
of   the   world   but   instead   pursue   the   things   of   God,   but   on   another   level   
we   should   be   concerned   about   what   they   think   in   order   to   not   dishonor   
the   name   of   Christ.     
-The   reason   a   person   should   earn   a   living   is   so   that   he   may   win   the   
respect   of   those   outside   the   church   community   (as   well   as   inside).     
-   Being   dependent   upon   someone   for   their   charity   can   turn   into   a   
dependence   that   may   cause   you   to   compromise   your   lifestyle;   thus   
leading   you   down   the   path   to   sin.     

  
V.   A   Question   About   the   Afterlife   (13-18):     
Time   had   passed   since   Paul   left   Thessalonica   and   some   of   the   members   
of   the   church   had   passed   on.   They   were   under   the   impression   that   
Christ   would   return   in   a   short   time;   it   never   entered   their   minds   that   
Christ   may   return   after   they   die.     
So,   the   question   was   raised:   “What   happens   to   those   who   die   before   
Christ   comes   back?   Do   they   miss   eternity?   Paul   now   turns   his   attention   
to   this   question.      

  



In   one   sense   this   question   is   not   as   relevant   for   the   church   today   as   we   
are   no   longer   in   the   �rst   generation   of   believers.   But   in   another   sense,   it   
is   very   relevant   because   it   answers   the   question   of   what   will   happen   to   
us   if   we   are   not   part   of   the   last   generation   when   Jesus   returns.      

  
  

Brothers,   we   do   not   want   you   to   be   ignorant   about   those   who   fall   asleep,   or   to   

grieve   like   the   rest   of   men,   who   have   no   hope.     
13 .   Paul   begins   by   telling   them   that   he   doesn’t   want   them   to   be   under   any   
false   impression   which   may   cause   them   to   fall   prey   to   false   teaching   (“do   
not   want   you   to   be   ignorant”).     
-   The   topic   of   discussion:   what   is   the   state   of   those   who   have   fallen   
asleep?    
-   “Sleep”   is   a   word   that   is   used   in   Scripture   for   something   that   is   akin   to   
death,   but   for   Christians   it   reveals   for   us   the   nature   of   death   –   its   
temporariness.     
-   Paul   wanted   to   deliver   the   believers   from   their   sorrow.   Unbelievers   
grieve   for   the   departed   who   have   entered   an   unknown   realm.   For   
Christians   there   should   not   be   the   same   type   of   sorrow   for   believers   who   
are   dead.   

  
Q 9 .   Can   we   experience   sorrow   at   all   when   a   brother   or   sister   passes   on?     

  
  
  
  

We   believe   that   Jesus   died   and   rose   again   and   so   we   believe   that   God   will   bring   

with   Jesus   those   who   have   fallen   asleep   in   him.     
14 .   Paul   points   out   that   Jesus   “died.”   Note   that   he   states   to   believers   that   
we   fall   asleep   but   Jesus   “died.”   The   fact   is   that   Jesus   really   did   die,   but   he   
died   in   our   place;   so   those   who   trust   in   Christ   will   never   die   because   
Christ   has   done   it   for   them.      
-   But   it   did   not   end   there,   Jesus   rose   again   from   the   dead,   and   just   as   
surely   as   his   body   rose,   we   shall   also   with   body   one   day   arise.     
-   On   the   “Day   of   the   Lord,”   when   Jesus   returns   all   who   have   fallen   asleep   
will   be   in   processional   with   him.   They   will   not   miss   the   Parousia   of   
Christ.      

  

  



According   to   the   Lord's   own   word,   we   tell   you   that   we   who   are   still   alive,   who   

are   left   till   the   coming   of   the   Lord,   will   certainly   not   precede   those   who   have   

fallen   asleep.     
15 .   Here,   we   have   a   saying   of   Jesus   which   was   not   recorded   in   the   gospels,   
but   that   should   not   be   a   concern   as   Jesus   said   many   things   that   were   not   
recorded   (John   21:25).   
-   Paul   only   wishes   to   provide   additional   comfort   when   he   states:   The   
“Lord’s   own   word.”   Comforting   assurance   is   always   pastorally   best   when   
sensitive   issues   are   discussed.   Paul   does   not   mean   to   say   that   statements   
made   by   others   in   Scripture   should   be   taken   any   less   seriously;   he   just   
wishes   to   reassure   them.     
-   Some   have   argued   that   Paul   believed   that   Jesus   would   return   in   his   
lifetime   as   he   states,   “ we    who   are   alive.”   However,   the   pronoun   should   
not   be   taken   at   face   value;   it   basically   means   “those   Christians   that   are   
alive.”   
-   The   teaching   from   Jesus   is   that   those   that   are   alive   will   not   precede   
those   that   have   fallen   asleep,   for   they   will   come   with   Jesus   in   procession   
(v.14).     

  
For   the   Lord   himself   will   come   down   from   heaven,   with   a   loud   command,   with   

the   voice   of   the   archangel   and   with   the   trumpet   call   of   God,   and   the   dead   in   

Christ   will   rise   �rst.     
16 .   On   this   glorious   day,   when   Jesus   returns,   the   heavens   will   resound   
with   a   trumpet   call   that   can   be   heard   worldwide;   this   will   not   be   a   secret   
rapture.     
-   In   order,   the   dead   shall   rise   �rst.   Exactly   what   is   meant   by   “rise”?   Well   
it   is   obvious   that   if   the   dead   are   coming   with   Jesus   from   heaven,   they   
must   necessarily   be   disembodied,   so   the   “rising”   is   their   bodies.   The   
earth   will   miraculously   give   up   and   God   will   reconstitute   the   bodies   of   
those   dead.     
-   It   is   unclear   to   me   whether   the   voices   from   heaven   will   be   what   calls   
the   dead   to   rise   or   if   the   Lord   will   call   out   the   dead   from   their   graves.     

  
After   that,   we   who   are   still   alive   and   are   left   will   be   caught   up   together   with   

them   in   the   clouds   to   meet   the   Lord   in   the   air.   And   so   we   will   be   with   the   Lord   

forever.     
17 .   “After   that”   informs   us   that   the    next    event   in   the   sequence   of   the   
return   of   the   Lord   is   that   those   who   are   alive,   who   never   tasted   physical   

  



death   will   be   raised   (caught   up)   up   to   the   Lord   and   the   rest   of   the   saints   
into   the   “air.”     
-   Please   note,   the   rapture   of   the   church   will   not   be   to    heaven    but   into   the   
air.     
-   The   “air”   may   have   some   signi�cance   in   that   Ephesians   2:2   is   thought   
of   as   the   abode   of   demons.   The   Lord   choosing   to   meet   his   saints   there   
shows   complete   mastery   and   defeat   over   them   on   their   own   turf.     
The   last   age   will   come   to   an   end   and   judgment   will   commence,   and   the   
new   heavens   and   the   new   earth   will   be   created   (II   Peter   3),   and   so   we   will   
be   with   the   Lord   forever.     

  
Therefore   encourage   each   other   with   these   words.     
18 .   Those   in   the   church   should   comfort   and   encourage   one   another   
knowing   that   those   who   die   before   the   Lord’s   return   shall   not   miss   out   
on   the   festivities   –   neither   will   we!   

  
  
  
  
  
  

  


