Liturgy:
Reading : 1 Thes. 4, 1-12

Text       : 1 Thes. 4, 3-8

Ps.     93 : 1,2,3

Ps.     93 : 4

Hy.   37 : 3

Ps.      1 : 1,2

Ps.  143 : 5,6

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Last week Sunday afternoon in a sermon on 1 Thess. 1, we heard that faith was living among the members of the congregation in Thessalonica, for which the apostle Paul, together with his fellow servants Silvanus and Timothy, thanks God.  This prayer of thanksgiving dominates the first tree chapters of this letter. Thanks is given, repeatedly, thanks to God for His work in the midst of this particular congregation, which finally finishes with a prayer for this congregation, Ch. 3, 11-13, “…” In this prayer, Paul asks the LORD, “Lord, what Thou hast started so wonderfully, working active faith in the hearts of these children of Thine, wilt Thou now also help them to persevere in this faith.”
After this, in the beginning of Ch. 4 we read the following exhortation, vs. 1, “…” Thus, after having prayed God to grant increase in love, they now also exhort the congregation to do so. These two, beloved, always belong together. It is pray and work, even to the extent that we may increase in faith,  abound more and more in love and zeal towards the Lord, daily living a life in holiness for and with the Lord.

Beloved, to do so is a daily struggle for all God’s children, especially since our old nature is often still so very much alive, alive even in those who have been regenerated. In the lives of God’s children, there is so much still, on a daily basis that blocks the complete break through of that new life, we have received in Christ. Repeatedly, we have to be reminded to live in holiness. After all, that’s the will of God, as the apostle Paul writes it also to the Thessalonians, Ch. 4, 3a,  “…”
In the verses following these words, Paul also outlines what this means in practical terms, especially with respect to certain issues current in the congregation of Thessalonica, from which we too may learn. In the verses chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, we receive basic instruction in how to live holy in the most practical sense of the word, how to live a life pleasing to the Lord. This is the main theme of the verses, on which we will focus on this morning.

I minister the Word of God to you under the following heading,

THE APOSTOLIC CALL TO LIVE HOLY BEFORE THE LORD

We will see that

1) this holiness is given in Christ

2) and therefore must be visible in the life of the believers

3) which is possible only through the powerful work of the Holy Spirit

I
Whenever the apostle Paul and his fellow servants preached the gospel, Br. & Sr., they not only explained the doctrine of salvation in Jesus Christ, but in addition they also highlighted always that accepting Jesus Christ as the only Saviour involved a change of life. Take the members of the congregation in Thessalonica – they were called out of the heathen society they lived in, to be a church in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, Ch. 1,1. Well, this had drastic consequences. From now on, they could no longer live for themselves as they saw fit, indulging in all kind of worldly pleasures. Instead, being Christ’s, they now also had to live for Him. Life all of sudden got a different aim, namely to please God, Ch. 4, 2, i.e., to make their life beautifully before the Lord, to live in such a way that God would rejoice in it. 
What is that in which God rejoices? Says Paul, vs. 3a, “…” God calls people out of the impurity of heathenism to holiness, i.e. a holiness that befits those who are called by Him, who Himself is holy. This call for holiness features quite strongly in many a letter of the apostle Paul, as well as in many of the letters of the other apostles. In this first point of this sermon I like to note, whenever the apostle Paul and also the other apostles, call the believers to live a life in holiness before the Lord, they never do so in a legalistic way, saying you have to do this, and you are not allowed to do that. Instead, in the New Testament the call to live holy is always based on God’s work in Jesus Christ, in a similar way as we also find it in the OT.
The call to live holy before the Lord was also the central message of the Mosaic Law. It’s one of the central themes of the Book of Leviticus, for example, where time and again we hear the LORD saying to His people,“You shall therefore be holy, for I am holy.”

Holy – I think, beloved, you all know the meaning of this word. It means: being separated, set apart for a special purpose. Well, that’s how the LORD has set His people apart to be completely dedicated to Him. In Deut. 7, 6 it reads regarding the Israelites, “…” That’s how God had separated Israel from all other people in order that they would be completely His. This now also meant that they had to devote their whole life to the LORD, not as an effort from their side, but by living from the riches of being a people of God’s own possession. In others words, they should also rejoice in being set apart by God. That’s actually what living in holiness means, rejoicing in being the LORD’s.
Well, this same teaching we now also find in the NT, when, for example, the apostle Paul writes in the beginning of our text, vs. 3a, “…” In the NT, this sanctification is never spoken about as something we have to achieve. Instead, also this sanctification is given to us in Christ. In his first letter to the Corinthians Paul writes, Christ became for us not only our righteousness, but also our sanctification.
 We are sanctified in Christ. This sanctification is part of our redemption. Yet the point now is that this now also has to permeate our life in all that we do, in thoughts, words, and deeds. That’s what Paul means when in our text he writes, “For this is the will of God, your sanctification.” In others words, God wants us to live worthy of the calling to which He has called us, living holy before Him. To live holy – also in the society we live in today. This may mean that many people laugh at you, ridicule us as being old-fashioned, not being in tune with the time, we live in. Even many who still call themselves Christians reason in a similar way today, in particular where it concerns matters like marriage and family life. They no longer bother about certain morals.
This decay of Christian morals, beloved, started in the previous century as fruit of the teachings of Karl Barth, a Swiss theologian, who lived in the first half of the 20th century. Stressing man’s dependence on divine grace Barth championed tolerance. It’s all grace, we can’t do a thing, and therefore the church should stop preaching God’s commandments in such a strict way. Grace should be the main theme of all preaching.

As such, one cannot flaw this teaching. We indeed live by grace alone. Yet the point is this grace also involves the gift of a new life. One wonders in case the fruit of this new life doesn’t show up, whether a person has really understood what it means to live by grace. For thankful for the grace bestowed upon us, we should also have the desire to live for the Lord alone. Again, the Lord has to work this in us. Yet this should not cause us to say, obeying God’s commandment is no longer important. Since we are called by Him, who is holy Himself, God wants also us to live holy. That commandment stands, despite all the changes in society. As God’s children we are to make sure that instead of being in tune with the time we live in, we are in tune with God’s Word. When this is indeed our aim, living holy before God can never be a matter of indifference, which we should not have to worry about. Instead, living holy before God is an integral part of our redemption in Christ. 

II
“For this is the will of God, your sanctification.” In the next verses, the apostle Paul applies this general rule more specifically to one particular issue, vs. 3b, “…”
At the time, that Paul wrote this letter, Br. & Sr., society did not differ much from the society we live in today. It was full of sexual perverseness. No doubt, at the time Paul had preached the gospel in Thessalonica, he had spoken also about these things. After all, it was one of the decisions taken by the council of apostles and elders held at Jerusalem after Paul had returned from his first missionary journey. The decisions of this council are recorded in Acts 15. In this chapter, we read that it was decided to send a letter to the various congregations, in addition to the oral report they would also receive. At the end of this letter we read, Acts 15, 27 – 29, “…”

No doubt, Paul had conveyed these decisions, when preaching the gospel in Thessalonica, addressing the Christian way of life also with respect to marriage, highlighting that they had to break with heathen morals. It’s possible, when Timothy later on visited Thessalonica again, that the members of this congregation had asked further clarification with respect to this specific issue: the issue of marriage and how to go about getting married as Christians in a Gentile society. That’s why Paul adds in vs. 4 + 5, “…” More literally vs. 4 reads, “that each of you should learn how to acquire his own vessel in holiness and honour.”
Throughout church history, commentators have been divided as to whether the word ‘vessel’ in vs. 4 is a metaphor for ‘wife’ or for ‘body’. The NIV opts for the latter and translates this verse as follows, “that each of you should learn to control his own body.” Yet the verb used in connection with the word ‘vessel’ speaks of acquiring. Well, this does not make sense when we translate the word ‘vessel’ with body. The word ‘wife’ makes better sense here. Moreover, that’s how also the apostle Peter speaks about wives, 1 Peter 3, 7, “…” Peter too calls here husbands and wives to live in holiness with each other, honoring the wife having at times less physical strength than the male. Husbands have to think of this also in living together with their wives, also when it comes to the intimacy of marriage, not living for themselves and own passions, but honoring their wives with respect also for their bodies.
In the text chosen for this morning sermon, Paul says as children of God we should not be like the Gentiles, who often live for nothing else than their own passions, the passion of lust. As God’s children, we have to live holy also in these matters, e.g. when it comes to courtship and finding a partner for life, with whom to share life together. Of course, this does not mean that we have to deny all physical longing. It’s part of every courtship, a wonderful thing, which has also been created by God. As such, there is nothing wrong when this longing grows. Our text does not condemn this. Yet what it does condemn is a friendship between a boy and a girl, which is totally dominated by these desires, dominated by the passion of the flesh. That’s how people who do not know God live together, as we see it around us also in today’s society, where everything seems to revolve around sex, yet it has nothing to do with true love. Nowadays, one can hardly tune into a radio station without hearing some kind of pop-group singing about love. Yet it is a love, where indeed everything revolves around sex. The message is: you are silly if you are not enjoying this, old fashioned when you want to keep yourself pure. Why shouldn’t one be allowed to enjoy life also in this area. It’s a message, which can so easily affect also our thinking. After all, when you really love each other, why should you wait?
The point, however, is: what is true genuine love? True love – is not what is propagated as love by many a pop group today, or as you, young people, may hear your workmates or friends speak about it at times. Scripture calls that kind of love: passion of lust, which is full of uncleanness. Yet – as the apostle Paul writes it in verse 7 – God did not call us to uncleanness, but in holiness. Well, this holiness should determine the way we as God’s children live and act, when preparing ourselves for marriage, but also within marriage.

God has called us in holiness. This holiness – as we learned from the first point of the sermon – is part of our redemption in Christ. We have to keep this in mind also when addressing these specific issues. Well, if this holiness, i.e. your holiness in Christ, really determines your life, young people, when it comes to looking for a boyfriend or a girlfriend, the most important question is not whether he of she is physically appealing, but whether the Lord is pleased with your choice. Next, when falling in love, also this aspect of our life has to be tested to the command of holiness as the rule of thankfulness, thankfulness that we are Christ’s, and therefore want to live for Him. If that is indeed our aim, we will fight against sinful desires. Then we will break with wrong passions. Then we want to live holy, also in our courtship and during a time of engagement.
In today’s society at times marriage is considered old fashioned. Why can’t you love someone and have it all without marriage. Yet the apostle Paul teaches in our text that true genuine love between a boy and a girl should always be directed towards marriage. It is only within the protecting walls of marriage that complete oneness between two people can be enjoyed to the full.

In vs. 6a the apostle adds, “…” Some commentaries have translated the words “in this matter’ as follows, ‘in his business’ or ‘in a lawsuit’, which would then refer to a different issue. Even though the original Greek allows for this translation, because of the context it is most unlikely, seeing that both before and after vs. 6 the matter of sexual behavior is addressed. The words ‘in this matter’ should therefore also be taken as an allusion to the same topic. The apostle then wants to say, also in matters of courtship and engagement, in acquiring a wife, we should deal with our neighbour in love and be careful not to hurt the other.
Br. & Sr., and also you young people, how often does it not happen that a boy flirts with a girl without having true love for her, without the intention of starting a relationship with her, just a bit of fun. The girl, however, takes the boy serious and is dreadfully hurt when after a while the boy turns his attention to someone else. And of course, in a similar way a girl can hurt a boy. Let us consider each other feelings and also in what we may call small matters live holy and respect each other, seeking the well-being of the other. That’s what God wants, also at school young people, or when you enjoy a party. Be careful how you deal with each other. 

This not only counts on the road towards marriage, but it also count within marriage. Also within marriage, a husband or a wife can easily hurt the feelings of the other, especially when the lust of the flesh starts to determine the relationship. Yet, beloved, there is world of difference between lust and love, between dishonorable sexual practices, which use the partner, and true lovemaking, which honors the partner. There is a world of difference between selfish desire to posses and the unselfish desire to love, cherish and respect.

Don’t think that all this has but little to do with our redemption in Christ. For being redeemed, we should show also in these areas that it is our aim to please the Lord, who has not called us for uncleanness, but in holiness.

Courtship, engagement, marriage – these are all gifts of God, which we may enjoy, yet in holiness. This means, not first of all for satisfying our own desires, but to honour Him who in His grace gave us as husband and wife to one another, in order to be a help for another in all things for this life and the life which is to come. Love within marriage – in whatever way expressed – should always be embedded in our mutual love towards God, only then it can be really enjoyed.

Beloved, we are a holy people. May this become clear and visible also in the matters addressed this morning, visible that we are different than the world around us, also in our speaking about these matters, for example with a mate at work or friends outside the church. Let us defend this holiness also in our speaking about sexual matters, instead of having a bit of laugh about a dirty joke. Also in these things, remember that God has said it also to you, “be holy, since I am holy.” This does not put a damper on life, but this makes life truly beautiful. Holiness – its’ something we should rejoice in, since it is such essential part of our redemption in Christ.

III
God calls us, all of us, old and young alike, to live holy before Him. Yet who is able to do so? Are we not all inclined to give in to certain elements of unholiness in our life? Who would dare to say this morning that he or she is blameless here in every respect? Yet this call stands, and by power from above, we are also able to heed this call, be at times with weaknesses involved. I may point here to the last verse of the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, where the apostle Paul writes, “…”
First of all, Paul says here let no one make light of this call, for it comes to you with apostolic authority, as Paul had already indicated in vs. 1 as well, “We urge and exhort you in the Lord Jesus…” Therefore, when reading this passage, one cannot say, “This is what Paul wrote some 2000 years ago, we live in a different time, and therefore these instructions cannot simply be directed also to us. Different cultures, different times have different morals. Many modern Christians put their minds at ease with comments like these. Yet – says Paul, verse 8 – “He who rejects this does not reject man but God, who has also given us His Holy Spirit.” The NKJV translates us, yet the majority of the early handwritings have ‘you’, and therefore we should read, “who also gives you His Holy Spirit” or “who also gives His Holy Spirit.” Gives – present tense, since the Spirit is active within the congregation of Christ, which is His temple. He is active to impart to us what we have in Christ, including the holiness we have spoken about before.
God calls us to live holy, also during times of courtship and engagement, as well as within marriage. We are a holy people. Yet when we hear this call to live holy, we should also realize that ultimately this is not something we have to achieve, instead it is part of our redemption in Christ. It’s the holiness of which Christ wants to make our life full by the powerful work of His Spirit in our life. That’s why Paul speaks here about the gift of the Holy Spirit. He who lives for the passions of the flesh actually fails to appreciate the work of the Spirit. Remember what was said at the day that we were baptized, baptized also in the name of the Holy Spirit, who one day wants to present us without blemish among the assembly of God’s elect in life eternal. Today we are on our way to that glorious future. Well this should then also show up in our life. Therefore, when at times we do struggle with sinful passions, let us look on high and ask God to help us by the power His Spirit. Such a prayer will never go unheard. 

In today’s society, Satan does his utmost to entice also God’s children to live life according to what feels good. It’s a strong power, which at times can easily cause us to stumble. However, in this battle let us cling to God, who will help us to stand firm, when we are on the point of giving in. He will strengthen us when we feel weak. For this is the will of God: our sanctification, i.e., that our life becomes beautiful before the Lord and this in every respect.
Thus, also holiness is a gift of God. How do I receive this gift? Through faith in Jesus Christ, who is our holiness before God! Beloved – as I have said it in sermons more often – I’m afraid that at times we have but a very limited view of what it means to be redeemed by Christ. So often, when it comes to our redemption in Christ we only think of the forgiveness of sins in Christ’s blood. Yet as I mentioned it also last week Sunday morning in a sermon on LD 26, we have been baptized not only in the blood of Christ, but also in the Spirit of Christ, who wants to renew our lives.

Therefore, beloved, do not grieve the Holy Spirit, in whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Instead, may it indeed be visible in your life that God did not call you to uncleanness, but in holiness, i.e. the holiness we have received in Christ and which Christ will impart to us by the powerful work of His Spirit within us. How great a promise this is! Let us then also draw strength from this promise, remembering that we do not have to fight the evil desires of our sinful flesh in own strength. Through His Spirit God will help us that we do not go down to defeat, but are able to resist these desires until we finally obtain the complete victory and with Christ may share perfect holiness on the new earth, where no sin or evil desire will ever tarnish us again, since our redemption will be complete. Beloved, living in a world full of unholiness, one can indeed long for that perfect redemption.

Amen.
� Lev. 11, 44 a.o.


� 1 Cor. 1, 30
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