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Chapter 4

Holy Living, Brotherly Love, and the Hope of the Resurrection: How the 

Gospel Shapes the Whole of Life

 

First  Thessalonians  chapter  4  is  the  chapter  where  the  letter  pivots  from  the  pastoral and  personal  to  the  ethical  and  eschatological —  from  Paul's  account  of  how  the Thessalonian church  was formed  and  sustained to his instruction  about how it should live. But the pivot is not as sharp as it might first appear. The ethical instruction of the chapter's first half and the eschatological teaching of its second half are both grounded in  the  same  theological  foundation  that  has  been  present  since  chapter  1:  the  gospel, which produces a people who have turned from idols to serve the living God and to wait for His Son from heaven. The ethics are the shape of the turning to. The eschatology is the content of the waiting for. Both are expressions of the same life.

The  chapter  opens  with  one  of  Paul's  characteristic  transitional  appeals —  finally, brothers and sisters, we ask and urge you in the Lord Jesus — and immediately the most urgent  ethical  concern  surfaces:  sexual  holiness.  This  should  not  surprise  anyone  who knows the first-century city of Thessalonica. Sexual immorality was not merely tolerated in  Greco-Roman  culture;  it  was  institutionalized,  normalized,  and  embedded  in  the religious life of the city through temple prostitution and the sexual dimensions of certain mystery cults. The turn from idols that the  Thessalonians made in chapter 1 was  also, necessarily, a turn from the sexual ethics of the surrounding culture. And the pressure to conform to those ethics — from neighbors, from colleagues, from family members who had not made the same turn — was constant and significant. Paul's instruction is not the arbitrary  imposition  of  a  restrictive  code.  It  is  the  explanation  of  why  holiness  in  the body is inseparable from the identity of a people claimed by a holy God.

The second ethical section — on brotherly love — is one of the most compact and most practically  specific  passages  in  the  letter.  Paul  affirms  that  the  Thessalonians  already have the Spirit-taught love for one another that he is about to commend, and then urges them  to  increase  it.  The  specific  expression  of  that  love  he  focuses  on  is  the  quiet, diligent, self-sufficient life: minding your own affairs, working with your hands, walking properly  before  outsiders,  and  depending  on  no  one.  This  is  not  a  retreat  from  social engagement. It is the description of the kind of community life that earns the respect of the  surrounding  culture —  not  by  conforming  to  its  values,  but  by  demonstrating  the dignity, the integrity, and the genuine self-respect of people who know who they are and live accordingly.

The  second  half  of  the  chapter  is  one  of  the  most  important  passages  in  the  New Testament on the subject of the resurrection and the return of Christ. Paul addresses a specific  pastoral  problem:  the  Thessalonians  are  grieving  for  believers  who  have  died, apparently  with  a  grief  that  implies  a  loss  of  hope —  as  though  those  who  have  died before the Lord's return have somehow missed out on what the return will bring. Paul's response is both theologically precise and pastorally urgent. The dead in Christ have not been left behind. They will rise first. And then those who are still alive at the coming will be caught up together with them to meet the Lord in the air — and so we will always be with the Lord. The point is not the mechanism of the resurrection or the sequence of the events. The point is the destination: always  with the Lord. And that destination is the foundation for the comfort Paul offers: encourage one another with these words.




Chapter 4 is the chapter that shows how the gospel shapes the whole of life — the body, the community, the economic arrangements, the  grief. Nothing is  outside the reach of the  gospel's  claim.  The  sexual  ethics  are  not  a  separate  religious  rule  imposed  on believers. They are the expression of belonging to a holy God who has claimed the body as  well  as  the  soul.  The  brotherly  love  is  not  a  social  norm  to  be  maintained  for community health. It is the overflow of the love of God poured into human hearts by the Spirit. And the  comfort in the face of death is not a religious platitude about life after death.  It  is  the  specific,  historically  grounded,  resurrection-based  assurance  that  the God  who  raised  Jesus  from  the  dead  will  also  bring  with  Him  those  who  have  fallen asleep —  because  the  same  power  that  raised  the  Son  is  the  power  that  will  raise  the ones who belong to Him.

 

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We come to 1 Thessalonians chapter 4 aware that this chapter speaks to 

the whole of life — to what we do with our bodies, to how we treat our 

neighbors, to how we work and rest and relate to the community around 

us, and to how we grieve for those we have lost. We bring all of this into 

Your presence, because the gospel that claimed us was not a claim on the 

spiritual part of us alone. It was a claim on everything: body and soul, 

private and public, present and future.

Lord, give us the holiness that this chapter calls us to — not as a burden 

of  impossible  religious  performance,  but  as  the  natural  expression  of 

belonging  to  the  God  who  is  holy  and  who  has  placed  His  Holy  Spirit 

within us as the guarantee of what is coming. Give us the understanding 

that our bodies are not our own — that the same God who will raise them 

from the dead has already claimed them as the temple of His Spirit. Let 

that understanding shape every choice about what we do with what He 

has claimed.

Give us also the love that Paul commends — the increasing, overflowing, 

brotherly love that spills out into the practical dignity of a well-ordered, 

self-sufficient, genuinely other-regarding community life. And give us the 

hope  of  the  resurrection —  not  as  a  vague  consolation  about  life  after 

death,  but  as  the  specific,  historically  grounded,  Christ-centered 

assurance that the dead in Christ are not lost, that they will rise, that we 

will  be  with  the  Lord  always,  and  that  this  certainty  is  the  only 

foundation for the genuine comfort that Paul says we owe each other.

In Jesus' name, Amen.

 

1 Thessalonians 4:1–8

Sexual Holiness: The Body Belongs to God, Not to the Culture

(1) As for other matters, brothers and sisters, 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  for  you  to  be  sanctified:  that  you  should  avoid  sexual 

immorality;

(4) that each of you should learn to control your own body in a way that is holy 

and                                                            honorable,

(5)  not  in  passionate  lust  like  the  pagans,  who  do  not  know  God; (6) and that in this matter no one should wrong or take advantage of a brother 

or                                                                             sister.

The  Lord  will  punish  all  those  who  commit  such  sins,  as  we  told  you  and 

warned                           you                           before.

(7)  For  God  did  not  call  us  to  be  impure,  but  to  live  a  holy  life. (8)  Therefore,  anyone  who  rejects  this  instruction  does  not  reject  a  human 

being

but God, the very God who gives you his Holy Spirit.

THE CONTEXT

Paul begins the ethical section of the letter not with a general call to moral improvement but with the most specific and the most countercultural ethical instruction available to him: avoid sexual immorality. The Greek word is 'porneia' — a broad term covering the full  range  of  sexual  activity  outside  the  covenant  of  marriage.  In  Thessalonica,  as  in every  major  city  of  the  Roman  empire,  porneia  was  not  merely  tolerated.  It  was normalized  through  temple  prostitution,  through  the  sexual  dimensions  of  various religious  rites,  through  the  social  institution  of  prostitution,  and  through  the  general cultural assumption that sexual restraint was a minority religious preference rather than a  normative  human  obligation.  The  Thessalonians  who  had  turned  from  idols  to  the living  God  had  also,  in  turning  from  those  idols,  turned  from  the  sexual  practices associated with their worship and their culture.

The instruction Paul gives is grounded not in social convention or cultural prudishness but  in  the  will  and  the  nature  of  God.  It  is  God's  will  for  you  to  be  sanctified.  The sanctification  that  Paul  has  in  mind  here  is  not  primarily  the  progressive  moral transformation of the interior life — though that is real and important — but the specific set-apartness  of  a  body  that  belongs  to  a  holy  God.  The  body  is  the  locus  of  the instruction:  control  your  own  body  in  a  way  that  is  holy  and  honorable,  not  in passionate  lust  like  the  pagans  who  do  not  know  God.  The  contrast —  holy  and honorable  versus  passionate  lust —  is  the  contrast  between  a  life  oriented  toward  the God who is being served and a life oriented toward the desires of the body that is being indulged.

The relational dimension of the instruction is equally important: in this matter no one should wrong or take advantage of a brother or sister. Sexual immorality is not merely a private transgression between consenting adults. It wrongs the person involved and, in the  context  of  a  community,  wrongs  the  community  itself.  The  Lord  will  punish  those who  commit  these  sins —  a  statement  that  Paul  says  he  has  already  warned  the Thessalonians  about,  reinforcing  that  this  is  not  a  new  instruction  but  a  return  to foundational  teaching.  The  final  authority  claim  of  verse  8  is  the  most  theologically weighty in the passage: to reject this instruction is not to reject a human being but God — the God who gives His Holy Spirit. The presence of the Spirit within the believer is both  the  resource  for  the  holiness  being  commanded  and  the  seal  of  the  God  who  is being rejected when the command is refused.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

Now, brothers and sisters, we taught you how to live in a way that pleases God, 

and  that  is  how  you  are  in  fact  living.  We  ask  you  and  urge  you  in  the  Lord 

Jesus to keep on doing this more and more. You already know the instructions 

we gave you from the Lord Jesus. And here is what God wants for you: for you 

to be holy — which means staying away from sexual immorality. Each of you 

should  know  how  to  live  with  your  own  body  in  a  way  that  is  holy  and  that 

reflects  the  dignity  of  who  you  are —  not  driven  by  burning  sexual  desire  the 

way  people  who  don't  know  God  live.  In  this  area,  no  one  should  violate  the 

boundaries  or  take  advantage  of  another  believer.  The  Lord  will  hold 

accountable everyone who does these things — we told you this clearly before. 

Because  God  didn't  call  us  to  an  impure  life;  He  called  us  to  a  holy  one.  So 

anyone  who  ignores  this  instruction  isn't  ignoring  a  human  rule —  they're 

ignoring God himself, the God who is actively giving you His Holy Spirit.

KEY OBSERVATIONS

"It  is  God's  will  for  you  to  be  sanctified:  that  you  should  avoid  sexual immorality": This signifies Sexual Holiness Is Not a Cultural Preference — It Is the Specific Articulation of God's Will for Embodied Human Life. The directness with which Paul identifies sexual holiness as the content of God's will is striking — and it is striking because it is specific. Paul does not say it is God's will that you  be  generally  moral  or  broadly  virtuous.  He  says  it  is  God's  will  that  you  be sanctified, and he immediately specifies what that means in the most contested ethical arena available to first-century Thessalonian believers: sexual behavior. The will of God for human sexuality is not a vague aspiration toward purity. It is the specific prohibition of porneia and the specific call to control the body in ways that are holy and honorable. This specificity is not the imposition of an arbitrary religious rule. It is the declaration that the God who created the body, who claims the body, and who will raise the body has designed it for a purpose that porneia violates and holiness honors.

"Control  your  own  body  in  a  way  that  is  holy  and  honorable,  not  in passionate  lust  like  the  pagans  who  do  not  know  God": This  signifies The Contrast Between Holiness and Lust Is the Contrast Between Two Different Knowledge Claims About the Body's Purpose. The  phrase  not  like  the  pagans  who  do  not  know  God  is  one  of  the  most  important theological  connections  in  the  passage —  because  it  locates  the  difference  between sexual  holiness  and  sexual  immorality  in  the  realm  of  knowledge  rather  than  merely culture. Those who do not know God have no theological framework for understanding the  body's  purpose,  its  dignity,  or  its  destiny.  Without  the  knowledge  of  the  God  who created  it,  claimed  it,  and  will  raise  it,  the  body's  impulses  have  no  higher  court  of appeal than their own urgency. The person who knows God — who knows that the body is  the  temple  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  that  it  will  be  raised,  that  it  belongs  to  the  One  who bought  it  at  a  cost —  has  a  completely  different  knowledge  framework  that  produces completely different behavior. The holiness is not the external imposition of a rule on a resistant nature. It is the natural expression of knowing what the body is for.

"Anyone  who  rejects  this  instruction  does  not  reject  a  human  being  but God, the very God who gives you his Holy Spirit": This signifies The Presence of the Holy Spirit Within the Believer Is Both the Resource for Holiness and the Seal of the God Who Is Being Rejected When Holiness Is Refused. The closing verse of the passage is the most theologically weighty, because it connects the  ethical  instruction  to  the  doctrine  of  the  Holy  Spirit  in  a  way  that  transforms  the entire  ethical  landscape.  The  Spirit  is  not  merely  the  empowerment  for  holiness — though  He  is  that.  He  is  the  person  of  God  who  is  present  within  the  believer,  whose presence is the marker of the believer's belonging to God, and whose rejection is implicit in every act that treats the body as though it belongs to the believer's desires rather than to the God who gave the Spirit. To refuse the instruction about sexual holiness is not to disagree with Paul's ethical opinions. It is to act as though the God whose Spirit dwells within you has no claim on the body He indwells. The Holy Spirit within the believer is Paul's ultimate argument for sexual holiness — not a rule from outside but a presence from within, whose presence is both the resource and the reason.

"God  did  not  call  us  to  be  impure,  but  to  live  a  holy  life": This  signifies The Call  of  God  Is  the  Definition  of  the  Life  It  Produces —  Holiness  Is  Not  a Standard to Achieve but a Calling to Inhabit. The statement that God called us to  holiness rather than impurity  reframes the entire ethical  instruction  from  the  grammar  of  obligation  to  the  grammar  of  identity.  The person who has been  called to holiness is not straining toward a moral standard from outside themselves. They are living consistently with the calling that has already defined what  they  are.  The  calling  precedes  and  grounds  the  behavior:  God  called  you  to holiness,  therefore  live  the  life  that  the  calling  describes.  This  is  the  indicative-imperative structure that runs throughout Paul's ethical instruction: what God has done and  declared  provides  the  foundation  from  which  the  ethical  demand  flows.  You  are holy — live holy. You have been called to holiness — inhabit the calling. The demand is never separate from the gift. The imperative is always grounded in the indicative.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. Receive Sexual Holiness as the Expression of a Theology of the Body, Not the Imposition of a Religious Rule: The instruction about sexual immorality in this passage is grounded not in cultural conservatism or religious tradition but in the specific theological claims that the gospel makes about the human body: it was created by God, it belongs to God, it is the temple of the Holy Spirit, and it will be raised by God. Each of these claims generates a corresponding ethical reality. A body that was created by God is not  the  product  of  evolutionary  accident  whose  impulses  are  its  own  law.  A  body  that belongs to God is not available for any use its occupant desires. A body that is the temple of the Holy Spirit cannot be treated as a vehicle for porneia without rejecting the God whose Spirit dwells within it. And a body that will be raised by God is oriented toward a destiny that porneia is incompatible with. These are theological arguments, not cultural preferences.  They  apply  to  every  person  in  every  culture  in  every  generation  who  has received the gospel.

2. Understand  That  Sexual  Sin  Is  Never  Merely  Private —  It  Wrongs  the Person  and  the  Community:  The  instruction  that  in  this  matter  no  one  should wrong  or  take  advantage  of  a  brother  or  sister  is  the  chapter's  most  direct  statement about  the  communal  dimension  of  sexual  ethics.  Sexual  sin  is  consistently  framed  in contemporary culture as a private matter between consenting adults that affects no one outside  the  immediate  participants.  Paul's  framing  is  consistently  the  opposite:  sexual sin wrongs the person involved, disrupts the community, and violates the claim of the God who has placed His Spirit within both participants. The relational and communal dimension  of  sexual  ethics  is  not  a  puritanical  overreach.  It  is  the  honest acknowledgment  of  what  the  body  is:  a  person,  not  merely  a  pleasure  mechanism, embedded in a web of relationships and communities that all bear the consequence of what is done with it.

3. Draw  on  the  Holy  Spirit  as  the  Resource  for  the  Holiness  Being Commanded,  Not  Only  the  Reason  for  It:  The  most  practically  encouraging element  of  this  passage  is  the  final  verse's  identification  of  the  Holy  Spirit  as  the  God who is actively giving His presence to the believer. The Spirit is not only the seal of the God who is rejected when holiness is refused. He is the resource by which the holiness being  commanded  becomes  possible.  The  person  who  is  trying  to  maintain  sexual holiness  by  willpower  and  self-discipline  alone  has  not  yet  fully  grasped  the  resource available to them. The Spirit who dwells within is the Spirit of the God who is holy — and His presence within is the ongoing supply of the holiness that the calling demands. Draw on that resource. Ask for the Spirit's work in the specific areas of temptation and struggle.  The  presence  of  the  Spirit  is  not  merely  an  argument  for  holiness.  It  is  the empowerment of it.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The  instruction  about  sexual  holiness  in  this  passage  speaks  with  direct  force  into  a contemporary  culture  that  has  normalized  porneia  in  ways  that  would  have  been recognizable to a first-century Thessalonian but that exceed even the permissiveness of the  Greco-Roman  world  in  the  reach  and  the  accessibility  of  the  technologies  that deliver it. The pressure on the Thessalonian church to conform to the sexual ethics of its surrounding  culture  was  significant.  The  pressure  on  the  contemporary  church  is,  in many  respects,  more  comprehensive,  more  immediate,  and  more  technologically sophisticated. The instruction remains the same: avoid sexual immorality; control your body in a way that is holy and honorable; do not live like those who do not know God. The urgency of the instruction has not diminished. It has intensified in proportion to the intensification of the cultural pressure.

The connection Paul makes between knowing God and sexual holiness is also one of the most  important  available  to  the  contemporary  church  in  its  engagement  with  people exploring  faith.  The  theological  argument  for  sexual  holiness  is  not  primarily  a  social argument  about  healthy  relationships  or  a  psychological  argument  about  personal wellbeing —  though  both  of  these  have  their  place.  It  is  a  theological  argument  about what a human being is, who created them, who owns them, and where they are going. The person who has genuinely encountered the living God, who has been claimed by the God who created and will raise the body, who has received the Holy Spirit as the deposit of that God's presence — that person has a completely different understanding of what their  body  is  for.  The  sexual  ethics  follow  from  the  theology.  And  the  most  effective response  to  the  pressure  of  the  surrounding  culture's  sexual  ethics  is  not  a  more persuasive ethical argument but a deeper encounter with the God whose holiness makes the ethics inevitable.

Key Lesson: The body belongs to the God who created it, claimed it, indwells it 

with His Spirit, and will raise it — and sexual holiness is not the imposition of an 

arbitrary  religious  rule  on  an  autonomous  life  but  the  natural  expression  of 

knowing  what  the  body  is  for  and  whose  it  is;  and  anyone  who  rejects  this 

instruction is not rejecting a human preference but the very God who is actively 

giving His Holy Spirit to the one who belongs to Him.

 

1 Thessalonians 4:9–12

Brotherly Love and the Quiet Life: The Community That Earns Respect by Living Well

(9)  Now  about  your  love  for  one  another  we  do  not  need  to  write  to  you,

for  you  yourselves  have  been  taught  by  God  to  love  each  other. (10)  And  in  fact,  you  do  love  all  of  God's  family  throughout  Macedonia. Yet  we  urge  you,  brothers  and  sisters,  to  do  so  more  and  more, (11)  and  to  make  it  your  ambition  to  lead  a  quiet  life:  You  should  mind  your 

own                                                          affairs

and     work     with     your     hands,     just     as     we     told     you, (12)  so  that  your  daily  life  may  win  the  respect  of  outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anybody.

THE CONTEXT

The transition from the urgent instruction about sexual holiness to this compact section on brotherly love might seem abrupt — but both sections address the same underlying question: what does the life that is worthy of the God who calls look like in its concrete, daily,  observable  expressions?  The  sexual  holiness  section  addressed  the  body.  This section addresses the community — the mutual love and the daily work and the social presence of a community that has been claimed by the gospel and that is trying to live that claim in a city that is watching.

The opening observation — you have been taught by God to love each other — is one of the  most  theologically  concentrated  statements  in  the  passage.  The  Greek  word 'theodidaktoi' —  God-taught —  appears  only  here  in  the  New  Testament.  The  love  the Thessalonians have for one another is not the product of Paul's instruction or their own natural  affinity.  It  is  the  direct  result  of  divine  teaching —  the  Spirit  of  God  who  has poured  God's  love  into  their  hearts  (Romans  5:5)  and  whose  presence  within  the community  is  the  source  of  the  love  the  community  expresses.  The  love  is  genuine because  its  source  is  divine.  And  the  extension  of  that  love  beyond  the  immediate community — you love all of God's family throughout Macedonia — is the evidence that it is not merely the tribal affection of a group organized around shared identity, but the agape of God flowing through people who have been claimed by Him.

The  instruction  to  lead  a  quiet  life,  to  mind  your  own  affairs,  and  to  work  with  your hands  is  the  most  practically  specific  ethical  instruction  in  the  chapter —  and  it  is directed toward a goal that is explicitly social: so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anybody. Paul is not calling the Thessalonians  to  withdraw  from  the  world.  He  is  calling  them  to  demonstrate  in  the world  the  dignity,  the  industry,  and  the  self-sufficiency  of  a  community  that  takes  its responsibilities  seriously  and  that  has  no  need  to  exploit  others.  The  quiet  life  is  not quietism. It is the life that earns the right to be heard by demonstrating the quality of the living.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

When it comes to loving one another — we don't actually need to write to you 

about that, because God himself has taught you how to love each other. And you 

are doing it — you're showing love to all your  fellow believers throughout the 

whole region of Macedonia. But we urge you to keep growing in this love more 

and  more.  Make  it  your  goal  to  live  a  calm,  quiet  life:  focus  on  your  own 

responsibilities, work hard with your hands — just as we taught you — so that 

the way you live earns the respect of people outside the church, and so that you 

are not depending on other people for your needs.

KEY OBSERVATIONS

"You  yourselves  have  been  taught  by  God  to  love  each  other": This  signifies The  Love  That  Characterizes  the  Christian  Community  Is  Not  Self-Generated — It Is Spirit-Given and Therefore Inexhaustible. The word theodidaktoi — God-taught — is the New Testament's most direct statement about  the  source  of  the  love  that  binds  the  Christian  community  together.  The Thessalonians  have  not  worked  up  this  love  by  social  engineering  or  community-building  programs.  They  have  been  taught  it  by  God —  which  means  the  love  is  as durable and as inexhaustible as the God who gave it. This is the love that does not run out  when  the  relationship  becomes  difficult,  that  does  not  diminish  when  the community fails to meet expectations, that does not depend on the lovability of its object because its source is the God who loved us while we were still enemies. The community that has been taught this love by God has a resource for mutual care and community life that no humanly generated alternative can replicate — and the call to do so more and more is the call to draw more deeply on the inexhaustible source that has already been given.

"Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life": This signifies The Ambition of the Gospel  Community  Is  Not  Social  Prominence  but  Quiet,  Dignified,  Self-Sufficient Faithfulness.

The  phrase  make  it  your  ambition  is  the  translation  of  a  Greek  word  that  means  to compete  eagerly,  to  pursue  with  intensity,  to  strive.  Paul  is  using  the  language  of ambition —  of  competitive  striving —  for  the  goal  of  quietness.  The  paradox  is deliberate: be ambitious about not being ambitious in the conventional sense. Compete eagerly  for  the  quiet  life.  Strive  intensely  for  the  dignified,  self-sufficient,  other-regarding daily life that earns the respect of outsiders without needing their approval. This is the community that has turned from the idol of social prominence and replaced it with the value of faithful, honest, productive living — not because productivity is the ultimate good, but because the dignity of honest work and the freedom of genuine self-sufficiency are expressions of a community that knows who it is and does not need the surrounding culture's validation to confirm it.

"So  that  your  daily life  may win  the respect  of  outsiders": This  signifies The Community's  Daily  Life  Is  Its  Most  Pervasive  and  Most  Credible  Form  of Witness.

The  goal  of  the  quiet,  self-sufficient,  hand-working  life  is  explicitly  evangelistic  in  its orientation:  so  that  your  daily  life  may  win  the  respect  of  outsiders.  Not  so  that  the community  will  have  a  comfortable  social  existence.  Not  so  that  the  believers  will  be well-regarded by their neighbors for their own sake. But so that the surrounding culture will  find  in  the  observable  quality  of  the  community's  daily  life  a  reason  to  give  the gospel a hearing that it could not earn by proclamation alone. This is the principle of 1 Peter  2:12 —  keeping  your  conduct  honorable  among  the  Gentiles,  so  that  when  they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God. The daily life of the community is the community's most widely distributed testimony — the thing that  most  people  in  the  surrounding  world  will  encounter  long  before  they  encounter any formal proclamation of the gospel.

"So  that  you  will  not  be  dependent  on  anybody": This  signifies The  Self-Sufficiency  of  the  Community  That  Works  with  Its  Hands  Is  a  Form  of Freedom That Preserves the Integrity of Its Witness. The financial and social self-sufficiency that Paul commends — not being dependent on anybody — is not rugged individualism or the rejection of community interdependence. It is the preservation of the community's freedom to speak and live the gospel without the  compromise  that  dependence  on  the  surrounding  culture's  goodwill  inevitably produces.  The  community  that  depends  on  outsiders  for  its  basic  needs  is  the community most vulnerable to the pressure to modify its message or its life in order to maintain the goodwill of those it depends on. The community that works with its hands and supports itself has no such vulnerability. Its message and its life are not hostage to anyone else's approval. It can speak freely and live distinctively because it has no debt to the surrounding culture that obligates it to conform.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. Draw  on  the  Spirit's  Teaching  as  the  Primary  Resource  for  Community Love — Not Social Programs or Personality Compatibility: The love that binds genuine  Christian  communities  together  is  Spirit-given,  not  socially  engineered.  This does  not  make  community  structures,  shared  activities,  and  deliberate  relationship-building irrelevant — all of these serve the Spirit's work. But it means that the primary resource  for  the  deep,  durable,  inexhaustible  love  that  genuine  community  requires  is not  the  quality  of  the  programming  or  the  compatibility  of  the  personalities.  It  is  the presence of the God who taught the Thessalonians to love. The community that prays for more of this love, that cultivates the Spirit-given capacity for other-regard, that draws on the divine love poured out in its hearts rather than relying on natural affinity — that community  will  love  in  ways  that  communities  organized  around  other  principles cannot sustain.

2. Pursue the Quiet Life as a Form of Gospel Witness, Not as a Retreat from the  World:  The  call  to  lead  a  quiet  life  in  this  passage  is  not  the  call  to  social withdrawal  or  cultural  disengagement.  It  is  the  call  to  the  kind  of  daily  life  that  earns respect —  honest,  self-sufficient,  responsible,  productive,  genuinely  other-regarding. The  contemporary  Christian  community  that  is  most  loudly  proclaiming  its  counter-cultural distinctiveness while failing to demonstrate the basic daily virtues of integrity, hard  work,  and  genuine  care  for  its  neighbors  has  misunderstood  the  nature  of  the witness. The quiet life that wins respect is the life that does not need to announce itself —  that  earns  its  hearing  by  the  quality  of  its  daily  presence  in  the  world,  that demonstrates by the way it lives that the gospel it proclaims has genuinely transformed the people who proclaim it.

3. Value  the  Self-Sufficiency  That  Preserves  the  Community's  Freedom  to Live and Speak Without Compromise: The community's financial and social self-sufficiency  is  not  a  minor  practical  consideration.  It  is  directly  connected  to  the community's  freedom  to  be  the  community  that  the  gospel  calls  it  to  be.  The  church community  that  has  organized  itself  around  the  need  for  outside  validation —  for cultural  acceptance,  for  institutional  legitimacy,  for  the  goodwill  of  the  surrounding society — will consistently find itself moderating its distinctiveness in order to maintain the  relationships  that  its  dependence  requires.  The  community  that  works  with  its hands, supports its members, and does not need the surrounding culture's approval to function has a freedom that the dependent community does not. That freedom is worth protecting — and the quiet, productive, self-sufficient life is the way it is protected.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The instruction to mind your own affairs, work with your hands, and not be dependent on  anybody  is  one  of  the  most  practically  specific  pieces  of  ethical  instruction  in  the letter — and it speaks directly to a set of tendencies that have been present in the church in  every  generation,  including  the  contemporary  one:  the  tendency  toward  religious exhibitionism  that  makes  faith  a  matter  of  public  performance  rather  than  private integrity;  the  tendency  toward  ideological  activism  that  substitutes  noisy  engagement with  the  surrounding  culture  for  the  quiet  demonstration  of  a  genuinely  transformed community  life;  and  the  tendency  toward  institutional  dependence  that  trades  the community's  freedom  for  the  resources,  the  legitimacy,  or  the  approval  of  external institutions.

The phrase make it your ambition to lead a quiet life is also a word to the contemporary Christian  who  has  internalized  the  surrounding  culture's  assumption  that  significance requires visibility and that the genuinely faithful life is the life that is making the most impact  on  the  largest  possible  audience.  Paul's  counter-assumption  is  that  the  most significant  life  is  often  the  quiet  one —  the  life  of  the  person  who  does  their  work honestly, loves their neighbor genuinely, supports their community faithfully, and does not need the surrounding culture's attention to confirm the value of what they are doing. The crowd of witnesses in Hebrews 11 is full of people whose significance was invisible to their own generation and only became apparent in retrospect. The quiet life is not the small life. It is the life that is measured by the only audience that ultimately matters.

Key Lesson: The community taught by God to love, pursuing the quiet life with 

the intensity of genuine ambition, working with its hands so that it depends on 

no  one  and  is  free  to  speak  and  live  without  compromise —  this  community 

earns  the  respect  of  outsiders  not  by  conforming  to  their  values  but  by 

demonstrating the dignity, the integrity, and the genuine other-regard of people 

who know who they are and whose they are and have no need of anyone else's 

approval to confirm it.

 

1 Thessalonians 4:13–18

The Dead in Christ: Resurrection Hope and the Comfort That Only the Gospel Can Give

(13) Brothers and sisters, we do not want you to be uninformed about those who 

sleep                                     in                                     death,

so  that  you  do  not  grieve  like  the  rest  of  mankind,  who  have  no  hope. (14) For we believe that Jesus died and rose again, and so we believe that God 

will                                                                                   bring

with     Jesus      those      who     have     fallen     asleep      in      him. (15)  According  to  the  Lord's  word,  we  tell  you  that  we  who  are  still  alive, who  are  left  until  the  coming  of  the  Lord,  will  certainly  not  precede those               who              have              fallen              asleep. (16) For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with  the  voice  of  the  archangel  and  with  the  trumpet  call  of  God, and       the       dead       in       Christ        will        rise        first. (17)  After  that,  we  who  are  still  alive  and  are  left  will  be  caught  up  together with    them    in    the    clouds    to    meet    the    Lord    in    the    air.

And      so      we      will      always      be      with      the      Lord. (18) Therefore encourage one another with these words.

THE CONTEXT

The final section of the chapter addresses what is apparently the most pressing pastoral crisis the Thessalonians are facing at the time of the letter: grief for believers who have died. Paul's opening — we do not want you to be uninformed — signals that what follows is  not  merely  pastoral  comfort  but  theological  instruction.  The  Thessalonians'  grief  is grief without hope, or at least with a diminished hope — a grief that behaves as though the dead in Christ have somehow been disadvantaged by dying before the Lord's return. They  apparently  fear  that  those  who  have  fallen  asleep  will  miss  out  on  the resurrection's benefits, or will be at a disadvantage relative to those who are still alive when Christ comes. Paul's response addresses this specific fear with specific theology.

The  foundation  of  the  entire  teaching  is  stated  with  elegant  simplicity  in  verse  14:  we believe that Jesus died and rose again, and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in Him. The resurrection of Jesus is not merely a historical event with theological implications. It is the ground of the resurrection of everyone who is in Him. The logic is as simple as it is decisive: if the One who died rose, then those who belong to Him and have died will also rise. The same power that raised Jesus from the dead — the power Paul described to the Ephesians as the incomparably great power that worked in Christ when God raised Him from the dead — is the power that will raise the  dead  in  Christ.  The  dead  are  not  lost.  They  are  asleep  in  Him.  And  the  God  who raised the One in whom they sleep will bring them with Him when He comes.

The  specific  sequence  Paul  describes —  the  Lord  coming  with  a  loud  command,  the trumpet call of God, the dead rising first, the living being caught up together with them to  meet  the  Lord  in  the  air —  has  generated  enormous  amounts  of  eschatological speculation and debate. The details of the sequence are less important for the pastoral purpose of the passage than the destination it arrives at: and so we will always be with the Lord. The point is not the mechanism or the timetable. The point is the permanence. Always with the Lord. This is the end of the story that the Thessalonians need to know their  deceased  friends  are  part  of.  Not  separated.  Not  disadvantaged.  Not  left  behind. With the Lord, always, together with everyone who belongs to Him.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

Brothers and sisters, we want to make sure you are not in the dark about what 

happens to those who have died, so that you don't grieve the way people grieve 

when they have no hope. Here is what we believe: Jesus died and rose again —

and on that basis, we also believe that God will bring back with Jesus everyone 

who  has  fallen  asleep  in  Him.  And  we  can  tell  you  this  from  the  Lord's  own 

word: those of us who are still alive when the Lord comes will have absolutely 

no advantage over those who have already died. Here is what will happen: the 

Lord himself will come down from heaven with a commanding shout, with the 

call of the archangel, with the trumpet blast of God. The dead in Christ will rise 

first. Then those of us who are still alive at that point will be caught up in the 

clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air. And from that moment on, 

we will be with the Lord forever. So use these words to comfort and encourage 

each other.


KEY OBSERVATIONS

"We do not want you to grieve like the rest of mankind, who have no hope": This signifies The Grief of the Believer Is Legitimate — but It Is a Grief That Has Been Transformed by the Hope the Gospel Provides. Paul does not tell the Thessalonians not to grieve. He tells them not to grieve like those who have no hope. The distinction is  crucial: the grief itself is legitimate, appropriate, and human. The death of someone who is loved is genuinely painful, genuinely costly, genuinely something to mourn. What the gospel does to grief is not to eliminate it but to transform it — to give it a context and a horizon that the grief of those without hope does not have. The hope that transforms grief is not the vague consolation that the dead are in a better place or that their memory lives on. It is the specific, historically grounded, resurrection-based  assurance  that  the  same  God  who  raised  Jesus  from  the  dead  will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in Him. The grief remains grief. But it is grief  with  a  destination,  a  reunion,  and  a  permanence  that  the  grief  of  the  hopeless cannot imagine.

"For  we  believe  that  Jesus  died  and  rose  again": This  signifies The Resurrection of Jesus Is Not the Climax of a Religious Narrative — It Is the Ground of Every Hope the Gospel Offers. Paul  grounds  the  entire  eschatological  teaching  of  the  passage  in  a  single  theological reality:  Jesus  died  and  rose  again.  This  is  the  foundation.  Everything  else —  the resurrection  of  the  dead  in  Christ,  the  catching  up  of  the  living,  the  permanent  being with  the  Lord —  follows  from  this  as  a  logical  and  theological  consequence.  The resurrection  of  Jesus  is  not  a  metaphor  for  the  persistence  of  His  teachings  or  the survival of His movement. It is the literal, bodily, historical event in which the One who was  dead  became  alive —  and  whose  aliveness  is  the  guarantee  of  the  aliveness  of everyone who belongs to Him. The hope Paul offers the Thessalonians is not a religious platitude  about  life  after  death.  It  is  the  specific  consequence  of  a  specific  historical event:  because  Jesus  rose,  the  dead  in  Christ  will  rise.  The  logic  is  simple,  the foundation is historical, and the implication is everything.

"The  dead  in  Christ  will  rise  first": This  signifies The  Apparently Disadvantaged —  Those  Who  Have  Already  Died —  Are  in  Fact  the  First Recipients of the Resurrection's Full Benefit. The  specific  concern  Paul  is  addressing —  the  fear  that  the  dead  in  Christ  have  been disadvantaged by dying before the Lord's return — is answered with a reversal: they will rise first. The ones who seem to have missed the moment are the ones who will receive the full benefit of the moment before anyone else. This reversal is characteristically the pattern of the gospel: the last shall be first, the weak shall be strong, the dead shall rise. The Thessalonians' fear that their deceased brothers and sisters have been left behind is transformed by the specific assurance that the Lord will bring them with Him, that they will rise first, and that the reunion will be total — everyone together, caught up to meet the  Lord,  permanently  in  His  presence.  The  apparently  disadvantaged  are  not disadvantaged at all. They are simply waiting on a different schedule than the living.

"And so we will always be with the Lord — therefore encourage one another with these words": This signifies The Destination of the Resurrection Is Not a Mechanism to Be Analyzed but a Permanence to Be Inhabited and Shared. Paul's  summary  of  the  resurrection's  destination —  and  so  we  will  always  be  with  the Lord —  is  deliberately  anti-climactic  in  its  simplicity.  After  the  trumpet  and  the archangel and the clouds, the point is this: always with the Lord. Not the details of the sequence. Not the timetable of the events. Not the eschatological schedule. The point is the permanence of the presence: always with the One whose presence is the substance of the  resurrection's  hope.  And  the  instruction  that  follows —  therefore  encourage  one another  with  these  words —  is  the  pastoral  application  of  the  entire  teaching.  These words are not primarily for theological speculation or eschatological study. They are for encouraging. For the person who is grieving the loss of someone who died in Christ. For the  person  who  is  afraid  that  the  dead  have  been  lost.  For  the  person  who  needs  the reminder that the story does not end with the grave, that the dead in Christ will rise, and that always with the Lord is the destination of everyone who belongs to Him.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. Grieve with the Full Weight of the Loss — and with the Full Weight of the Hope: The instruction not to grieve like those who have no hope is not an instruction to suppress  or  minimize  grief.  It  is  an  instruction  to  grieve  as  people  who  have  hope — which is a qualitatively different kind of grief from the hopeless grief of those who have no  confidence  of  reunion,  no  ground  for  resurrection,  and  no  anchor  for  the  pain  of permanent loss. Christian grief is real grief: the genuine pain of separation, the genuine absence  of  someone  who  is  loved,  the  genuine  disruption  of  life  that  death  produces. And it is grief that carries within it the specific, historically grounded assurance that the separation  is  not  permanent,  that  the  dead  in  Christ  are  with  the  Lord,  and  that  the reunion is coming. Hold both. The depth of the grief and the certainty of the hope are not in competition. They are both expressions of a love that the gospel has formed and that the resurrection has given an unimaginable future.

2. Ground  Every  Comfort  About  Death  and  Resurrection  in  the  Historical Event of Jesus's Resurrection: The comfort Paul offers to the Thessalonians is not a religious  feeling  about  life  after  death  or  a  cultural  convention  of  consolation.  It  is  a specific  logical  consequence  of  a  specific  historical  event:  Jesus  died  and  rose  again, therefore  those  who  are  in  Him  will  rise.  The  comfort  of  the  resurrection  is  only  as strong  as  the  foundation  on  which  it  rests —  and  the  foundation  is  not  a  theological system  or  a  comforting  narrative.  It  is  the  empty  tomb,  the  resurrection  appearances, the transformed disciples, the early church's willingness to die for what they claimed to have  witnessed.  When  offering  comfort  to  the  grieving,  ground  it  there.  Not  in  the beauty of the idea of reunion. In the historical reality of the empty tomb that makes the reunion certain.

3. Use  These  Words  to  Encourage —  Not  to  Argue  About  Eschatological Sequences: Paul's pastoral instruction at the end of the passage — therefore encourage one another with these words — is the most important guide to the use of this passage in the  contemporary  church.  The  words  about  the  trumpet  and  the  archangel  and  the clouds  and  the  catching  up  have  generated  an  extraordinary  amount  of  eschatological debate, in which the primary use of the passage has been the argument about sequences and timetables rather  than the encouragement of the grieving. Paul did not give these words  to  fuel  eschatological  speculation.  He  gave  them  to  comfort  people  who  are grieving the loss of those who died in Christ. Use them for that purpose. The person who is  weeping  over  the  grave  of  someone  who  belonged  to  the  Lord  needs  the  comfort  of always with the Lord, not a lecture on the details of the resurrection sequence.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The  pastoral  problem  Paul  is  addressing —  grief  that  behaves  as  though  the  dead  in Christ have been disadvantaged or lost — is as present in the contemporary church as it was in first-century Thessalonica. The grief that the church offers in the face of death is often indistinguishable from the grief of those who have no hope — the same platitudes, the  same  emphasis  on  the  persistence  of  memory  and  the  beauty  of  the  life  lived,  the same  conspicuous  absence  of  the  specific,  historically  grounded,  resurrection-based hope  that  Paul  offers  here.  The  church  that  has  lost  confidence  in  the  resurrection  of Jesus, or that treats it as a metaphor rather than  a  historical event, has  no distinctive comfort  to  offer  the  grieving.  The  church  that  genuinely  believes  that  Jesus  died  and rose again — and that this means the dead in Christ will rise — has the most distinctive and the most practically encouraging word available in the face of death.

The  simplicity  of  the  destination —  always  with  the  Lord —  is  also  a  word  to  the contemporary church's tendency to overcomplicate its eschatology in ways that obscure the  pastoral  point.  The  elaborate  timetables  of  dispensationalist  eschatology,  the sophisticated  theological  debates  about  the  nature  of  resurrection  bodies,  the speculative discussions about the intermediate state — all of these may have their place in  the  church's  theological  reflection.  But  Paul's  pastoral  priority  is  the  simple,  direct, comprehensive assurance that the dead in Christ are with the Lord, that they will rise, and  that  the  reunion  will  be  permanent.  Always  with  the  Lord.  This  is  the  word  that comforts. This is the word that Paul says to use to encourage one another. And this is the word that only the gospel — grounded in the historical resurrection of Jesus — has the right to offer.

Key Lesson: The grief that has no hope is not the grief that the gospel produces 

— because the gospel grounds its hope in the specific historical event of Jesus's 

resurrection, and that event makes the resurrection of the dead in Christ not a 

religious aspiration but a logical consequence; the dead in Christ will rise first, 

the living will be caught up together with them, and always with the Lord is the 

destination  that  transforms  every  grief  into  grief  with  a  future,  and  every 

farewell into a goodbye that is not permanent.
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Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We  close  1  Thessalonians  chapter  4  having  received  instruction  about 

three  of  the  most  fundamental  dimensions  of  human  life:  what  we  do 

with our bodies, how we treat our neighbors, and how we face the deaths 

of those we love. And in each case, the instruction has been grounded in 

the same theological reality: the gospel of the God who created the body, 

claims  the  body,  and  will  raise  the  body;  the  God  who  has  poured  His 

love  into  our  hearts  through  His  Spirit;  and  the  God  who  raised  Jesus 

from  the  dead  and  will  bring  with Him those  who  have  fallen  asleep  in 

Him.

Lord,  let  the  holiness  You  are  calling  us  to  in  the  body  be  the  natural 

expression of knowing whose we are — not the straining toward a moral 

standard we cannot reach, but the lived reality of people who know that 

the God who raised Jesus will also raise our bodies, and who treat those 

bodies accordingly. Give us the Spirit's resource for the holiness the Spirit 

requires. And forgive us for the times we have treated our bodies as our 

own, as though the God whose Spirit dwells within them had no claim on 

what we do with what He indwells.

Let the love You have already taught us by Your Spirit keep growing —

not  because  we  have  worked  harder  at  loving,  but  because  we  have 

drawn  more  deeply  on  the  inexhaustible  source  that  You  have  already 

given.  Let  the  quiet  life  we  are  called  to  be  the  genuine  expression  of  a 

community  that  knows  who  it  is  and  does  not  need  the  surrounding 

culture's validation. And let the dignity of honest work and genuine self-

sufficiency  be  the  daily  testimony  that  earns  the  right  to  be  heard  by 

those who are watching.

And for those who are grieving right now — who are standing at a grave, 

or  living  in  the  absence  of  someone  who  died  in  Christ,  or  carrying  the 

weight  of  the  loss  that  death  leaves  behind —  speak  to  them  the  words 

that Paul speaks here. Not with platitudes or with the comforts of a world 

that  has  no  hope,  but  with  the  specific,  historically  grounded, 

resurrection-based assurance that the same God who raised Jesus from 

the  dead  will  bring  with  Him  those  who  have  fallen  asleep  in  Him.  The 

dead  in  Christ  will  rise.  They  are  with  the  Lord.  And  always  with  the 

Lord is the destination of everyone who belongs to Him — which means 

the  farewell  is  not  permanent,  and  the  grief,  though  real,  has  a  future 

that only the resurrection can provide.

Therefore  encourage  one  another  with  these  words.  And  let  us  be  the 

community that offers this comfort not as a religious formula but as the 

specific  consequence  of  a  specific  historical  event  that  we  genuinely 

believe  happened —  and  that  has  therefore  changed  everything  about 

what death means for those who belong to the One who is alive.

In  the  name  of  the  One  who  died  and  rose  again —  in  Jesus'  name  we 

pray, Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone
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