Notes on 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8
4:1 Finally then, brethren, we request and exhort you in the Lord Jesus, that as you received from us instruction as to how you ought to walk and please God (just as you actually do walk), that you excel still more.
4:2 For you know what commandments we gave you by the authority of the Lord Jesus.

As Paul heads toward the close of his letter, he urges the Thessalonians to "excel still more" in pleasing God.

Pleasing God is the relational context within which Paul wants the Thess. to view what he is about to say.  I.e., here is further information about how to excel in pleasing God.

4:3 For this is the will of God, your sanctification; that is, that you abstain from sexual immorality;
God want us to be "sanctified" -- Paul further defines this sanctification in terms of separation from sexual immorality. 

The one word definition of 'sanctification' is separation.  To be sanctified or holy is to be separated from immoral behavior to moral behavior, from the impure to the pure, from the unclean to the clean.

The term translated sexual immorality (porneia) denotes any type of sexual behavior forbidden by God. This is not merely premarital immorality.

To be separated unto God involves having nothing to do with sexual sin.

Young people often want to know "how far can I go" when I'm dating.  Let's notice a few things about this question.

1. Notice that the question itself assumes that one is going "somewhere." That somewhere is sexual intimacy.

2. The question is asking in essence, how close can I come to sexual intimacy and still be within the bounds of the "ok."

3. In Matt. 5:28 Jesus tells us that merely looking upon a woman (or a man) to lust after them is, in God's eyes, an act of adultery. In other words, you can't even "go there" (sexual intimacy) in your mind.  

Sanctification in the area of sexuality is not simply a matter what one does not do with the body. It is also a matter of what one does with the mind.

Rom. 14:13 tells us to make no provision for the flesh to fulfill its lusts.  Notice it does not say, "Avoid fulfilling the lusts of the flesh." Nor does it say you should not have fleshly desires.  It says you must not do anything that sets up an opportunity for the flesh to fulfill its lusts.

The issue is not just avoiding sin. The issue is also avoiding the actions, thoughts, and places that make it possible for sin to take place.

4:4 that each of you know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and honor,
4:4 eivde,nai e[kaston u`mw/n to. e`autou/ skeu/oj kta/sqai evn a`giasmw/| kai. timh/|(
A survey of commentators on this passage reveals about a 50/50 split on its meaning. Some take it to mean that each of us should know "how to acquire his own wife" and others understand it to mean "how to control your own body."

There is linguistic evidence and contextual evidence that supports both views. My conclusion at this time is that Paul's meaning is "how to control your own body."

Given that understanding, Paul tells us the positive side first.  We must control our bodies in holiness (moral purity) and honor (a way that brings honor to God).

Imagine that your last date was video taped and was playing in a kiosk in your local church. The banner above the kiosk reads: "An example of how to conduct a God-honoring date."  Would you be comfortable having your dates video taped so that others could see an example of self-control that is morally pure and God-honoring?  If not, then you need to reevaluate your dating practices.  God's call is for us to control our bodies.

Paul gives the negative side in v. 5

4:5 not in lustful passion, like the Gentiles who do not know God;
4:5 mh. evn pa,qei evpiqumi,aj kaqa,per kai. ta. e;qnh ta. mh. eivdo,ta to.n qeo,n(
The opposite of sanctified, God-honoring conduct is operating on the basis of passionate desires. This is the way unsaved people who don't know God operate.  They pursue the fulfillment of their desires.

This is the way the world has been telling us we are supposed to act on our dates for the last 100 years. All of our love music, even romantic Christmas music has as its focus pleasing / satisfying our desires for intimate pleasure (whether its via hugging, kissing, "good bying," etc.)

This is how all the romantic novels depict relations between the sexes. We are simply inundated with images, examples, and encouragement to operate on the basis of passionate lusts.  Can you think of a single mainstream image or example that has encouraged you to operate on the basis of moral purity and honoring God?  I can't.

Recapitulation:  God wants us to excel at pleasing Him and one of the ways we do this involves how to relate to the opposite sex. God wants us to be separated from sexual immorality to sexual purity (v. 3), and he wants us to know how to control our bodies in a way that is pure and honors him, contrary to the way the unsaved act.

4:6 and that no man transgress and defraud his brother in the matter because the Lord is the avenger in all these things, just as we also told you before and solemnly warned you.
4:6 to. mh. u`perbai,nein kai. pleonektei/n evn tw/| pra,gmati to.n avdelfo.n auvtou/( dio,ti e;kdikoj ku,rioj peri. pa,ntwn tou,twn( kaqw.j kai. proei,pamen u`mi/n kai. diemartura,meqaÅ
Paul's final instruction in this area is that "no man transgress and defraud his brother in the matter."

Given the context of dealing with sexual purity, it makes the most sense to see Paul continuing that topic in v. 6.

What does the word "defraud" mean. A study of its use in the NT indicates that it means to steal or to take what rightfully belongs to another.

How might defrauding take place in relationships between the opposites sexes?  Beyond the obvious matter of stealing another's virginity through fornication, there are plenty of other ways in which one might defraud a brother or sister.

Girls can defraud guys of their mental purity by dressing, intentionally or unintentionally, in ways that create temptation for the guy to lust. Immodesty as well as inattention to modesty is probably the most frequent way in which girls defraud guys.

One can defraud another by the kind of things he/she talks about. I remember a girl calling my brother to talk and in the course of the conversation told him that she was in the bath tub taking a soak.  That immediately generated images in my mind and I wasn't even the one she was talking to!

Guys may defraud girls emotionally by creating emotional bonds and attachment to themselves that they know very well they do not intend to maintain or to reciprocate with the kind of commitment appropriate to that level of emotional commitment.

If the level of emotional intimacy you are participating in implies a greater level of commitment than you are planning to or willing to give, then you are probably defrauding your date.  Our culture has a label for this: a heart-breaker.  A guy to solicits or permits emotional attachment he does not plan to be committed to is defrauding.

In order to avoid defrauding, Paul says we must not "transgress" or KJV: "go beyond."  What does the word "transgress" or the phrase "go beyond" imply?  It clearly implies the existence of boundaries.  Our brothers and sisters have boundaries which we must not cross.

What are those boundaries?  Paul does not specifically say, but we can infer them from this passage as well as the others we have mentioned.

1. We each know or should know (vv. 4-5) where our areas of temptation lie. We should know the kind of things that create temptation for us. The boundaries lie beyond those things.

2. There are boundaries that separate the thoughts, actions, and places that make it possible for us to sin from those thoughts, action and places where it is not possible to sin.

3. There are emotional, physical, and even spiritual boundaries that each of us have.  In other words there are levels of emotional, physical and even spiritual connectedness that are appropriate only for certain levels of relationships.  To transgress those boundaries is to violate this verse. This is why praying together can become a dangerous practice, if the intimacy of shared spiritual communion with God becomes an avenue for temptation to physical intimacy.

This is one of the areas where communication in a relationship is vital. Since one person's boundaries may lie differently than another's, we must communicate to one another where our boundaries are so that we can know to avoid transgressing them.

The leads to the positive implication of this verse.  If we are not to transgress one another's boundaries, what are we to do? The answer is we must respect those boundaries, and further, we should help guard those boundaries.

What does it mean to respect another person's boundaries in the area of moral purity.

1. It would mean not challenging them, pushing them, trying to get the person to change to suit you. Ultimately this becomes a Romans 14 issue

2. It would mean not making fun of their boundaries or harrassing them as unreasonable or weak.

Notice the last part of v. 6.  The reason we must not transgress and defraud a brother is that God is the avenger of all such. In other words, God says I personally will take vengeance upon the one who defrauds a brother or sister.  He takes it seriously!

4:7 For God has not called us for the purpose of impurity, but in sanctification.
4:8 So, he who rejects this is not rejecting man but the God who gives His Holy Spirit to you.
4:7 ouv ga.r evka,lesen h`ma/j o` qeo.j evpi. avkaqarsi,a| avllV evn a`giasmw/|Å
4:8 toigarou/n o` avqetw/n ouvk a;nqrwpon avqetei/ avlla. to.n qeo.n to.n Îkai.Ð dido,nta to. pneu/ma auvtou/ to. a[gion eivj u`ma/jÅ
The call God has placed upon our lives is a call to a life separated unto to him in everything, including our sexual behavior.

Just in case this all sounds prudish, Paul wanted the Thessalonians to know that this way not merely his opinion, but God's. To reject these instructions is to reject God, not man.
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