
Kingdom Ethics 
1 Thessalonians 4:1-12 (ESV) 

Finally, then, brothers,[a] we ask and urge you in the Lord Jesus, that as you received 
from us how you ought to walk and to please God, just as you are doing, that you do 
so more and more. 2 For you know what instructions we gave you through the Lord 
Jesus. 3 For this is the will of God, your sanctification:[b] that you abstain from sexual 
immorality; 4 that each one of you know how to control his own body[c] in holiness 
and honor, 5 not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know God; 6 that 
no one transgress and wrong his brother in this matter, because the Lord is an 
avenger in all these things, as we told you beforehand and solemnly warned 
you. 7 For God has not called us for impurity, but in holiness. 8 Therefore whoever 
disregards this, disregards not man but God, who gives his Holy Spirit to you. 
9 Now concerning brotherly love you have no need for anyone to write to you, for 
you yourselves have been taught by God to love one another, 10 for that indeed is 
what you are doing to all the brothers throughout Macedonia. But we urge you, 
brothers, to do this more and more, 11 and to aspire to live quietly, and to mind your 
own affairs, and to work with your hands, as we instructed you, 12 so that you 
may walk properly before outsiders and be dependent on no one. 

Opening Remarks/Questions 

The first chapter of 1 Thessalonians was an encouragement to the brothers and 
sister there. The faith of the Thessalonians was sounding out into all the nearby 
regions. Paul wanted them to assure them of their salvation, based on evidence, and 
their hope in the coming of Christ. 

Even though the church was sounding out and there was evidence of salvation, 
there were still issues that needed to be addressed. Chief among them was the 
accusations that were reported to him from Timothy. Paul was being accused of 
having a deceitful character and being nothing more than a travelling swindler who 
left them when things got tough.  

He addresses the accusations against his character and conduct first in verses 
2:1-16. Then turns his attention to his departure, delay in return, and determination to 
visit again in verses 2:17- 3:13.  

Paul’s prayer at the end of chapter 3 includes a petition to the Lord for the love that 
the Thessalonians show to one another, that it will increase and abound. He also 
petitions the Lord that He may establish their hearts blameless in holiness before 
God.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Thessalonians%204&version=ESV#fen-ESV-29588a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Thessalonians%204&version=ESV#fen-ESV-29590b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Thessalonians%204&version=ESV#fen-ESV-29591c


Paul then clearly outlines the practical standards for right and wrong in three areas 
of their life, in love and holiness, that still apply today. These areas are sex, work, and 
death. Tonight, we will focus on the first two topics: sex and work in verses 4:1-12. 

Let’s start with a series of questions: 

Why should we live to please God? 

How do we live to please God? 

Why should we love one another? 

How do we love one another?  

We will never be done pleasing God and loving one another in this life. What are the 
implications of this statement? 

Verses 1-2: The word translated ‘finally’ does not signal the end of his letter, but 
more formally denotes a mark of transition. This is a construct commonly used by 
Paul in his letters. The first part of the letter focuses on doctrine, right belief, 
whereas the second part focuses on ethics, right actions. It is important, for Paul, 
that those who he instructs in the Lord act in a way that is worthy of the Call to 
holiness.  

The instructions that Paul is about to give them are not new, he refers to “the 
instructions we gave you” multiple times. He is merely reiterating them because of 
the report that Timothy brought. Apparently, they either did not understand the 
instructions the first time he gave them, they were choosing to not follow them, or 
they forgot what he said initially. 

Regardless of their intent, Paul knows the importance of right living and points to his 
time with them as an example. As their spiritual mother or father, he is entitled to 
teach God’s moral law to his children. This brings up a question that Paul discusses 
often. Why do those who are freed, by faith through grace, from under the Law still 
have an obligation to please God by upholding the biblical standards of behavior 
expressed in the law? 

Are the Ten Commandments still important in New Testament belief? Why or why 
not? 

Do we/you place more emphasis on right doctrine or right behavior? Why? 

Paul expresses the way to walk and to please God as doing so “more and more”. 
Justification, through faith, is a one time event where one is sealed by the indwelling 
of the Holy Spirit. The presence of the Holy Spirit does not just spur one to please 
God in right thinking, but in right behavior as well. Sanctification is a process that 



signifies a continual mode of spiritual growth.  What is the role of the Holy Spirit in 
sanctification? 

Verses 3-8: For Paul, sexual immorality is of special significance. He talks briefly 
about it here but speaks in more detail later to the Corinthians. Thessalonica and 
Corinth were both known for sexual immorality, regarding the worship of the Greek 
gods. Although, under the Caesars, the rest of the known Roman empire was not 
much better.  

Paul states in verse 3 that the following commands are the “will of God” and have 
special importance regarding sanctification and holiness. The first of the commands 
is that they abstain from sexual immorality. The Greek word used here ‘porneia’ 
refers to every kind of unlawful sexual intercourse.  

The second command, in verses 4-5, has been translated a couple different ways. 
Verse 4 reads literally from the Greek “each of you should learn to acquire his own 
vessel in holiness and honor”. The issue is how we translate the phrase ‘acquire his 
own vessel’. Many have thought poorly of Paul for this verbiage in making the 
women seem like a possession. Therefore, many translate ‘vessel’ as ‘body’, in which 
one possesses control over his body.  Others who translate ‘vessel’ as ‘wife’, state 
that one is to take a wife for himself.  

John Stott notes that “there are difficulties with both renderings”, but that in 
accepting the reference to acquiring a wife, Paul is affirming a monogamous 
heterosexual marriage as the only God-given context for sexual intercourse. The 
word vessel does not have to be derogatory as it is used elsewhere in the NT as a 
metaphor for human beings, Acts 9:15, 2Cor 4:7, 2Tim 2:21, and 1Peter 3:7.  

Knowing that Paul is referring to monogamous heterosexual marriage, he says that it 
is to represent holiness and honor. This means that even within this God-given 
context, sexual immorality may occur. Even here, lust and passion should not drive 
sex. This command cut to the heart of the issue.  

This brings us to the third command, that they should not take advantage of one 
another, even in a godly marriage. The phrase ‘in this matter’ refers directly to what 
he previously spoke about, monogamous heterosexual marriage. Even though 
courts may not charge a man for rape in the confines of marriage, it is still sexual 
exploitation, and the Lord will avenge the wrong done to her. This is a ‘solemn 
warning’, like a parent to a child. 

 

 

 



Proverbs 5: 18-23 

Let your fountain be blessed, 
    and rejoice in the wife of your youth, 

19 
    a lovely deer, a graceful doe. 

Let her breasts fill you at all times with delight; 
    be intoxicated always in her love. 

20 Why should you be intoxicated, my son, with a forbidden woman 
    and embrace the bosom of an adulteress? 

21 For a man's ways are before the eyes of the LORD, 
    and he ponders all his paths. 

22 The iniquities of the wicked ensnare him, 
    and he is held fast in the cords of his sin. 

23 He dies for lack of discipline, 
    and because of his great folly he is led astray. 

 

As Paul stated earlier, verse 2:4, we should live “not to please man, but to please 
God who tests our hearts.” The Lord sees into the darkest areas of our lives and 
nothing is hidden form His sight. This message is intended for those who are in 
Christ and have the Holy Spirit as their guide. Without the Holy Spirit, these 
commands will seem like folly. How is sexual immorality becoming increasingly 
tolerated in our society? 

How does this ethical standard regarding sexual immorality challenge the Church? 

We may expect sexual immorality to be present in the world, but happens when it 
becomes evident in the body of Christ? 

Do you have an accountability structure in your life that will help to guard you 
against sexual immorality? Why or why not? 

Verses 9-12: Paul moves on from right behavior in sexual interaction to right 
behavior in work. There was a group of brothers and sisters in Thessalonica who 
needed to be warned against idleness. In verse 5:14, they are called “idle and 
disruptive”. They took on the form of a group of undisciplined soldiers.  

In 2 Thessalonians 3, we see that some gave up their jobs and had an attitude of 
irresponsibility towards their work. They were, in effect, living off the church and 
dependent upon other’s resources without regard for their own provision. The exact 
cause for this has been speculated, but Paul issued three admonitions to help 
understand the effect it was having in the church. 

He frames this in ‘brotherly love’ where we are each now part of a greater family. In 
this family, God is the teacher. The act of loving one another is not a one-time event, 



but a constant devotion of one’s life that ultimately represents, and results from, 
one’s love for God.  

The first admonition is that they aspire to live quietly. This may seem like a 
contradiction because a quiet life opposes the general thought of ambition or 
aspirations. Yet, that is the purpose. What may seem like ambition to the world is 
vanity to those in Christ. When one seeks the quiet life, their aspiration is to seek 
God. 

The second admonition is that they mind their own affairs. He mentions this again in 
his second letter to them, 2 Thess 3:11, where he calls them ‘busybodies’. What is the 
balance between putting the interest of others first and minding one’s own affairs? 

This does not mean that if someone in the body is living in blatant sin that we should 
ignore them. But better refers to how people handle trivial matters. An example is if 
you let your OCD affect how you relate to others and feel the need to correct them 
over trivial things.  

The third admonition is work with your own hands. This gave honor and dignity to 
those who worked in manual labor. There was a prevalent thought to look down on 
them, like there is today. What is the lesson to working hard with your hands? 

Paul confronts the main issue behind his ethical treatment of work, and all their 
behavior, in verse 12. People who are not yet believers may be won over by their 
example. This is a strong statement. Yes, we need to believe correct doctrine, but 
what example do we set if we say one thing and do the opposite.  

This life that God has given us requires a delicate balance of thinking and doing. If 
we only think and do not act, then we will have faith without works. If we only act 
and do not think, then we will be trying to earn our way into heaven. There is a 
balance in between these two extremes that captures the heart of the gospel. This 
‘good’ life was modelled and taught by Jesus and is evident in the lives and 
teachings of the apostles.  

How do you seek this balance in your own life? 

 
 


