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Benjamin Creo                        1 Thessalonians 3:11-4:12 

Barrington Presbyterian Church    Preached on Sunday, October 23, 2011 
 

 

We continue this week our short sermon series on 1 Thessalonians.  It's a letter written to a group 

of Christians about how live with a faith "that turns the world upside down."  In this letter, Paul 

and his companions tell the Thessalonians, how to live the Christian life.  Now that you're 

Christian, what do you do?  How do you live in a world full of moral difficulties?  What are 

basic marks of the Christian faith?" 

Last week, we looked at how memory of the gospel motivates Christians to do the work they do.  

Memory motivates one toward certain work.  Thankfulness is one of those works, as we 

discussed last week.  This week we'll talk about works of love. 

The reading for today is from 1 Thessalonians 3:11 to 4:12.  Listen for and hear the Word of 

God: 

11 
Now may our God and Father himself and our Lord Jesus direct our way to you. 

12 
And 

may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, just as we 

abound in love for you. 
13 

And may he so strengthen your hearts in holiness that you may be 

blameless before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints.  

  

4 Finally, brothers and sisters, we ask and urge you in the Lord Jesus that, as you learned 

from us how you ought to live and to please God (as, in fact, you are doing), you should 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: that you abstain from fornication; 
4 

that each 

one of you know how to control your own body in holiness and honor, 
5 

not with lustful 

passion, like the Gentiles who do not know God; 
6 
that no one wrong or exploit a brother or 

sister in this matter, because the Lord is an avenger in all these things, just as we have 

already told you beforehand and solemnly warned you. 
7 

For God did not call us to impurity 

but in holiness. 
8 
Therefore whoever rejects this rejects not human authority but God, who 

also gives his Holy Spirit to you.  
9 

Now concerning love of the brothers and sisters, you do not need to have anyone write 

to you, for you yourselves have been taught by God to love one another; 
10 

and indeed you do 

love all the brothers and sisters throughout Macedonia. But we urge you, beloved, to do so 

more and more, 
11 

to aspire to live quietly, to mind your own affairs, and to work with your 

hands, as we directed you, 
12 

so that you may behave properly toward outsiders and be 

dependent on no one. 
1
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Many would say that what we've read is three passages: a prayer by Paul for the Thessalonians to 

abound in love, a warning against sexual immorality, and a call to act wisely with regards to the 

wider community.  And it's true that there are three passages here, and a preacher could preach 

on anyone.  But what's so important is that the same logic runs through these three passages.  It's 

the logic of love.  The logic of holy love.   

Up to this point in the letter, Paul has talked about faith.  Faith in the gospel motivating Christian 

work; faith leading to a life of thanks.  These passages we read today are about love. Faith finds 

its form, its expression in love.  The work that faith does it does only in love. 

Let's start today by looking at the logic of holy love that pervades this entire section.  Then we'll 

briefly look at three concrete ways faith finds its expression in love. 

All of Paul's thoughts are directed by a certain idea, one overarching admonition.  What Paul is 

saying is that When we love, God builds in us holy hearts.  There's the logic.  When we love, 

God makes our hearts holy.  

This is Paul's main idea in 3:11-13:  when we love, God builds in us holy hearts.  This short 

section serves as the transition point for the entire letter.  He's summarizing a little what he's said 

before – you have the gospel, and so the Lord is working in you – and he is opening his 

discussion on love.  V 12 and 13 state that "May you increase and abound in love" in verse 12 so 

that that God may "so strengthen your hearts in holiness." (v. 13).  May you increase and abound 

in love so that he may strengthen your hearts in holiness.  In other words, when we love, God 

builds in us holy hearts. 

God wants us to have holy hearts because we are his children.  That God is our Father is repeated 

again and again throughout this letter.  Paul, Silas, and Timothy wrote this letter "in God the 

Father." (1:1). They are "remembering before God the Father" the Thessalonians' works (1:3).  

Paul says that he was with the congregation like a father caring for a child (2:11).  Paul's pray 

that love may abound, forming holy hearts, is addressed to "our God and Father himself" in verse 

11.  God wants you to have a holy heart, because his heart is holy, and you, you are his children.   

That's why we Christians are called "brothers and sisters."  It's not simply descriptive.  It's not 

only saying:  We are like a family. We are like brothers and sisters.  It is not only a description 

but a casual relation.  We are brothers and sisters because God is our Father.  The baptism we 

share in Jesus Christ, the holy heart that begins to form from accepting the gospel, makes us 

member of one family.   

This is radical, and Paul is being intentional about this.  In 4:9, he says "now concerning the love 

of brothers and sisters."  The Greek word he is using is one very familiar to all of you.  

Philadelphia.  "Now concerning the Philadelphia"—the brotherly love. It’s a word used in the 
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ancient world to speak only of your blood relations.
2
  Only those who literally share the same 

blood.  And that is us, brothers and sisters, we who share in the blood of Jesus Christ, the Son of 

God.  As Paul says in Ephesians 1:7, "In Christ we have redemption through his blood, the 

forgiveness of our trespasses.
"
  Because we are in God's family through Christ, because God is 

literally our Father, we are to have holy hearts. 

As His children, that is literally God's will for us, to have hearts that are holy.  "This is the will of 

God: your sanctification," Paul writes in 4:3. Sanctification is simply another word for holiness, 

not the abstract state of holiness, but the process of becoming holy.  God wants you to become 

holy; It is the very will of God.  It is what God has called us to do, in 4:4, "with holiness and 

honor."  4:7 states this very directly, "For God does not call us to impurity" – that word means 

any kind of moral corruption – "God does not call us to impurity but to holiness."  It is the very 

will of God that we be holy.   

And that is because God himself is holy.  All the commands in the Old Testament are structured 

behind this basic idea, as revealed in Levit 19:2: "You shall by holy" says God "because I am 

holy."  God wants you to have a holy heart.  A heart that is just like his.  A heart with no 

impurity. No corruption. No darkness. No deceit.  A heart that is utterly set apart from the 

wickedness of the world and consecrated to God.  Have a holy heart, God says. 

This is why, it says in 4:8, whoever rejects this command on sexual immorality "rejects not 

human authority but God, who also gives his Holy Spirit to you."  To reject holiness is to reject 

God: It is to reject God's heart.  The Christian life is the thankful life, but it is also the holy life. 

The life pleasing unto God.  And to not please him is to reject that holiness.  For you can't be 

God's child and yet be utterly unlike him.   

Brothers and sisters, God calls us to have holy hearts.  And in the passages we read today, he has 

shown us how.  Love.  Love.  When we love as God calls us to love, then God will give us holy 

hearts.  When we love, God makes our hearts holy.  There are three basic ways this occurs. 

First, we pray.  Pray for a heart that abounds more and more in love.  That is what Paul 

commends in verse 11 to 13 of chapter 3.  There's a specific grammatical mood that is used in 

Greek when expressing a wish.  Paul uses it here in verse 11-13.  The optative mood, or wish 

mood.  It's frequently used for prayer.  Paul wants the Thessalonians to imitate him, and he has 

just recounted in verse 10 how he prays constantly for the Thessalonians.  Many ancient 

manuscripts even add, at the very end of verse 13, the word, amen.  Amen, because Paul has 

prayed for their hearts to abound in love for the sake of holiness.  That should be our prayer as 

well. 
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John Calvin has perhaps the most apt commentary on this verse:  "When, therefore, God marks 

out our life, he does not look to what we can do, but requires from us what is above our strength, 

that we may learn to ask from him power to accomplish it."
3
  (271)  

Paul then transitions from his prayer to two specific exhortations to the Thessalonians.  The basic 

idea here is this:  We can't become more holy, more loving to God and others, by doing exactly 

what we're doing now.  We can't do it.  It's impossible to change and remain the same.  We won't 

be more holy, we won't be more loving, by living exactly as your living now. 

And so there are some things you must reject.  Paul writes, in chapter 4, verse 1 to 8, that the 

Thessalonians must reject sexual immorality. The word he uses in verse 3, where he says 

directly, "refrain from sexual immorality," is porneia.  You can guess what modern word derives 

from that.  The word refers to anything that is sexually immoral:  adultery, prostitution, an 

unlawful marriage, incest, any type of sexual perversion.   

He then gives specific advice in verse 4, what our text reads as "that each one of you know how 

to control your own body in holiness and honor."  This is a verse that has confused people since 

St. Augustine in the 400s AD.
4
 The reason is that the word for control can mean acquire, and the 

word for vessel could also refer to a wife.  And so many Bibles translate it as we read today; 

others will say something, here is the RSV, something like "that each one of you know how to 

take a wife for himself in holiness and honor."  Both of these teachings are true; both are found 

in many other places in Scriptures.  We should exercise self-control in sexual matters.  And if 

you're seeking a spouse, you should do so honorably.  Both of those things are true, but it's 

unclear which is being referred to in this passage.  I'm not going to stand here and preach what 

my hunch is to you. "Ohhh, I am quite confident it's option A not B." The truth is we don't know. 

It's been lost to time.  But what matters is that the Thessalonians stop – they stop – what is 

wrong.  They must act, as verse four says, "in honor and in holiness."  To love God in a holy 

way, a way pleasing to him, means that there are some things we must reject in life. 

Paul goes on in verse 9 through 12 to commend the Thessalonians to have love abound by living 

peaceful and orderly lives and by working with their hands.  Again, what Paul is referring to has 

been lost in time.  The Greek is very clear, but the details are so vague we do not know what he's 

referring to.  Clearly Paul had a report from Timothy or a letter from the Thessalonians asking 

for advice on something.  Some suggest that some Thessalonians have stopped working because 

they think the second coming is imminent.  Others believe that, economically, some 
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Thessalonian Christians are tied to idolaters in destructive ways.  Some would argue there's an 

issue of hospitality at play: you want us to love and be hospitable, but where's the limit of 

hospitality?  Maybe some people are taking advantage of us.  Honestly, it does not matter.  The 

issue has been lost in time. If God would have thought it important that we know, he would have 

preserved that information.  What matters is that the Thessalonians are told to actively pursue a 

goal.  There love is to abound by how they are deciding to live quietly, by how they are deciding 

to work with their own hands.  They are doing it because, in verse 9, "you yourselves have been 

taught by God to love one another."    

The man, Jesus Christ, has taught us how to love each other.  God Himself, the Holy God, in the 

flesh on earth, has shown us how to have a holy heart, to love in a holy way. It's beyond our 

limited human capacities, but we are God's children, and God will not, did not, hold back his 

love from us.  We are not to hold back in love, but to pray for hearts abound in love, and to reject 

what we are doing now that is false and unholy and to engage in things which God has shown 

please Him.   Brothers and sisters, when we love in this way, God builds in us hearts that are 

holy.  Amen.   

 

 

 

 

 


