
ECF 1st November 2020 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8  Growing in Holiness  
Video: How do we grow?  As Christians we are called to grow.  We are called to move forward, to change, to make progress 
in becoming the person that God designed us to be.   
 
But in what way should we grow?  And how can we achieve this?  Is it just through grit and determination?  Or are there 
resources that we can depend on? 
 
These are some of the questions that Paul starts to answer in this next section of his letter to the Thessalonians as he 
teaches us about growing in holiness.   
 
1 Thessalonians 4:1-8: “ 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. 2 For you know what instructions we gave you by the 
authority of the Lord Jesus. 
3 It is God’s will that you should be sanctified: that you should avoid sexual immorality; 4 that each of you should learn to 
control his own body in a way that is holy and honourable, 5 not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God; 
6 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. 7 For God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life. 8 Therefore, 
he who rejects this instruction does not reject man but God, who gives you his Holy Spirit.” 
 
1. Progressively Pleasing God 
Paul was writing to a church of committed Christians.  They had repented of their sin and put their faith in Jesus.  They had, 
“Turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God.”  1 Thessalonians 1:9.   
 
And despite suffering intensely from persecution, these believers had stood firm in their faith.  They had persevered.  They 
had endured.  They had overcome.  And as we saw last week, Paul was overjoyed when he heard about this.  “For now we 
really live, since you are standing firm in the Lord.”  1 Thessalonians 3:8 
 
a) Our Calling  
But it wasn’t just Paul who was delighted.  Amazingly, and more importantly, God was pleased with them.  They were living 
to please God.  1 Thessalonians 4:1 says, “Finally, brothers, we instructed you how to live in order to please God, as in fact 
you are living.”   
 
During his time in Thessalonica, Paul had taught them the gospel of Christ.  The gospel says that: 

• That they were sinners who deserved to be separated from God forever. 

• That no matter what they did, they could not save themselves.   

• But God loved them so much that he sent his one and only Son to be their Saviour. 

• That Jesus went to the cross, to die in their place, to pay in full the punishment that they deserved for their sins.   

• And that through simple faith in him, they could be forgiven, declared righteous, adopted into God’s family and 
guaranteed a place in heaven. 

 
This was the good news that Paul preached.  And this was the good news that they’d accepted.  They put their faith in Jesus 
and became part of God’s family. 
 
But that wasn’t all that Paul had taught them.  He’d also taught them, that as God’s children, they were now called to live a 
different kind of life – one that pleased God.  This is what following Jesus looks like.  Jesus said about his Father, “I always do 
what pleases him.” John 8:29  

 
And this is what Paul himself demonstrated in his ministry.  He said in 1 Thessalonians 1:4:  “We are not trying to please 
men but God, who tests our hearts.”   Paul wasn’t concerned about being popular with other people.  He didn’t try to say 
and do what everybody wanted him to.  Instead, he was committed to obeying what God had commissioned him to do.   
 
And If we’ve trusted in Jesus, if we’ve put our faith in him and received his salvation then this is what we are called to do as 
well.  Our calling is 

• Not to please other people, to be popular or admired by those around us. 

• Neither to please ourselves, to do what feels good, what benefits us. 

• Rather, to live wholeheartedly and passionately seeking to please God.   
 
This isn’t to become God’s children or to earn his love and acceptance.  But instead, it’s because we’ve already become 
God’s children.  We’re to do this to express our love for him in response to his unconditional love for us! 



 
b) Our Constant Challenge  
And this is what these believers had done.  They’d listened to Paul and they’d put into practice his teaching.   And they were 
now living to please God!  Their heart’s desire was to honour and glorify the one who loved them and gave his Son to die for 
them!   
 
But that didn’t mean that these believers had everything sorted.  Paul wasn’t satisfied with this.  Instead he said, “Now we 
ask you and urge you in the Lord Jesus to do this more and more.” 1 Thessalonians 4:1 
 
This is our continual challenge.  Whether we’ve just recently trusted in Jesus or we’ve been walking with him for decades.  
Whether we think we’ve been doing a good job or whether we know that we’ve been messing things up.  Each of us are 
called to live in such a way that we are pleasing God more and more in our lives.   
 
Each day, we are called to “Grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.” 2 Peter 3:18  
 
But how should that impact our lives?  What changes will that make to how we live? 
 
2. Living a Pure Life 
As Christians we are called to progressively please God in our lives.  But what difference should that make in our lives?  Well 
Paul focus here is that this will lead us to live a pure life.  Paul said to them, “That you should avoid sexual immorality.”  1 
Thessalonians 4:3   
 
Sexual immorality in the Bible is any sexual intimacy outside of the sacred bond of marriage between one man and one 
woman.   And this kind of immorality was just as common in Paul’s day as it is in ours.  Prostitution and promiscuity was 
even promoted as part of their religious activities.     
 
But Paul called these Christians to completely and totally avoid that kind of lifestyle.  They were to have nothing to do with 
that in their actions, words or even in their thoughts.  “Among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of 
any kind of impurity, or of greed.” Ephesians 5:3  
 
But why?  Why is purity in our lives so important?  Well, in some aspects of our lives the need for purity is obvious.  I 
recently saw this little cartoon.   
 
A man said to his wife: “Whenever I get mad at you, you never seem to get upset.  How do you manage to control your 
temper?   
 
His wife replied: “I just go and clean the toilet.”  
 
“But,” the husband said, “how does that help?”  
 
“I use your toothbrush!” the woman replied.   
 
That’s such a horrible idea of course, because purity in how we use our toothbrush is crucial.  We don’t want it to be 
contaminated with anything disgusting or infectious.  And in the middle of this pandemic, we are of course even more 
conscious of the need for cleanliness to avoid the things that will contaminate us.   
 
a) Purity is God’s Will 
But God is more concerned about the sin that will contaminate us.  Paul said, “It is God’s will that you should be sanctified.” 
1 Thessalonians 4:3.  God’s plan for our lives is that we will be holy, set apart from the sin in this world and completely 
dedicated to him.  That means that we will live according to his plan and purpose for our lives, honouring him as our Creator 
and our Lord.   
 
And that plan for humanity includes sexual intimacy, enjoyed within the security and love of the committed covenant-
relationship of marriage.  And so anything outside of this is a distortion of his gift and a rejection of his good plan.   
 
And that dishonours him.  Even if it is what we want, what comes naturally,  or what makes us feel good, it is sinful and 
rebellious and deserving of punishment because it is a rejection of God and his rule and reign in our lives.  Paul said, “The 
Lord will punish men for all such sins.” 1 Thessalonians 4:6 
 



b) Purity is Good  
And that means that sexual immorality is never loving.  Paul said that “In this matter no-one should wrong his brother or 
take advantage of him.” 1 Thessalonians 4:5 
 
These days people often defend their lifestyle choices by saying that love is love.  But to really love someone means that we 
will seek the best for them.  And immorality is never that best because it leads them away from God.  And so those who 
either take advantage of other people through force, manipulation or even through common struggles – then they are not 
acting in a loving way!   
 
Purity is good, because it means that we will refuse to wrong others or take advantage of them or encourage them to live a 
way that will incur the wrath of God.   
 
And so Paul wrote here that “Each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honourable, 5 not in 
passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God.” 1 Thessalonians 4:4-5 
 
Paul here is not calling us to condemn the actions of those in the world who don’t know God.  Instead he is calling those of 
us who know God to live in a way that is consistent with who God is, that honours him and expresses love to others, even if 
it means that we need to control or deny our natural desires.   “God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life.” 1 
Thessalonians 4:7 
 
c) Purity is A Gift  
But of course, none of us can claim to have always lived this way – especially as God sets the standard so high.  This is not 
just about what we’ve done, but also about what we’ve thought.  As Jesus said, “I tell you that anyone who looks at a 
woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” Matthew 5:28  
 
So if we are honest this morning, none of us have been constantly pure in our actions, words or thoughts.    We all stand 
guilty before God.  We all deserve to be punished, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Romans 3:23  
 
So we have no right to point the finger at anyone this morning.  We’ve no right to stand in judgement on others for their 
struggles and failures.  We can’t claim to be righteous through our own achievements.   
 
But we also don’t need to live in condemnation this morning.  If we’ve put our trust in Jesus, then we are forgiven.  Jesus 
paid the price of it all in full when he died for us.  “The blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.”  1 John 1:7 
 
And so today, whatever sin we’ve committed in the past, whatever sin we struggle with now, if we’ve trusted in Jesus, in his 
sacrificial death and his victorious resurrection, then we can rejoice that we are pure in his sight – forgiven, cleansed, 
accepted and dressed in the righteousness of Jesus.   
 
And so this call to live a pure life is not a call to achieve something through our efforts or determination – but rather a call to 
live out what Jesus has already given to us.  It is by his outrageous grace that  
 
3. Listening to the Preaching Of God’s Word 
So we are called to increasingly live to please God by living a holy and pure life.  But how can we do this?  How can we 
overcome our natural instincts and the culture in which we live and grow in holiness?  Well, in this passage, Paul points to 
three ways that we can do this. 
 
The first one is through listening to the preaching of God’s Word.  As we’ve seen in v1, these Thessalonians started living to 
please God in response to Paul’s teaching.   
 
But some people might say, “Well that was just Paul.  He’d some strange ideas about morality.  He is just old-fashioned and 
narrow-minded.  This is 2020 and we know better!”  
 
But Paul here was not sharing his ideas or thoughts.  He said, “You know what instructions we gave you by the authority of 
the Lord Jesus.” 1 Thessalonians 4:2   
 
This word ‘instructions’ here was often used for a military command or for a civil order by a court or magistrate.  They are 
commands that come with authority and must be obeyed.   
 
So Paul here was speaking as an apostle who had been personally commissioned by Jesus himself.  And so he was speaking 



God’s Word and “He who rejects this instruction does not reject man but God.” 1 Thessalonians 4:8 
 
So this is the first way that we learn how to grow in holiness – we need to learn what God commands us to do.  We need to 
read his Word, study his teaching, get to know his character and his plan for our lives, and let it speak into our hearts and 
renew our minds and then submit to his will. 
 
This is what Psalm 119 says: “How can a young man keep his way pure? 
By living according to your word… 
11 I have hidden your word in my heart 
that I might not sin against you.”  Psalm 119:9, 11  
 
4. Depending on the Power of the Spirit 
But we need more than just to listen to the preaching of God’s Word.  We also need to depend on the power of the Holy 
Spirit.  Paul reminds us here that God is the one “Who gives you his Spirit.” 1 Thessalonians 4:8 
 
If we’ve trusted in Jesus, then God lives in us.  We are God’s house, the dwelling place of the Almighty on earth.  And this 
awesome privilege is a powerful motivation to say no to the corruption in this world and to live in a way that is holy and 
honourable.  Paul wrote to the Corinthians:  “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit?... You are not 
your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honour God with your body.” 1 Corinthians 6:9–20  
 
But the presence of the Spirit doesn’t just motivate us to live a holy life – he also empowers us to do it.  This is the promise 
of the new covenant through Christ: “I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep 
my laws.” Ezekiel 36:27  
 
We know the weakness of our character, the temptations that overtake us, the situations that trip us up.  In our own 
strength, we can’t fight this battle.   On our own we’ll always fail.  We can’t live in purity through grit and determination. 
 
But we’re not on our own.  God lives in us.  And with God’s power, we can increasingly live a life that pleases God.  So “Live 
by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.” Galatians 5:16  
 
5. Looking Forward to a Perfect Future 
And that’s why in the previous chapter, Paul prayed for God’s strength for these believers.  “May he strengthen your hearts 
so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all his holy 
ones.” 1 Thessalonians 3:13  
 
Paul prayed that they would experience the power of God in their lives so that they’d live holy and blameless lives.   
 
But this prayer also points to the final way that we can grow in our holiness – by looking forward to a perfect future.   
 
When Jesus comes back for his people, our battle with sin will be over.  We’ll step into the fullness of all that he won for us 
on the cross.  And on that day we will be perfectly pure.   
 
And it is the hope of that wonderful day that encourages us to keep on going in our battle with sin in our lives.  ”We know 
that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.  Everyone who has this hope in him purifies 
himself, just as he is pure.” 1 John 3:2–3 
 
Conclusion 
Like these Thessalonians, we live in a sinful and corrupt world where God’s moral standards are mocked and ridiculed.  But 
we are called to increasingly be different.  We are called to grow in holiness: 

• By progressively pleasing God 

• Through Living a pure life 

• Listening to the preaching of God’s Word 

• Depending on the presence of the Spirit 

• Looking forward to that day when we will stand perfectly like our Saviour.   
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