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I had a friend in high school who had a major falling out with some members of his extended family, and it 
centered around church.  They were a close extended family—the kind who camped together on the 
weekends, went away together on vacation every year, and legitimately enjoyed being around each other—so 
this conflict was really destructive to their family structure and heartbreaking for them all.  They loved each 
other deeply, so the breach in their relationships really hurt. 
 
How could such a conflict arise over church?  Well, they were all very marginally affiliated with what they 
would call “religion.”  They all believed in God, but they weren’t exactly the kind of family who held hands and 
prayed together before every meal.  It certainly wasn’t that they were “bad” people in the sense that most of 
us would define “bad;” God just wasn’t really on their radar, at least not until one of them “got religion” and 
passed it on to his immediate family.   
 
The brother who became involved in religion jumped in with both feet, and he brought his wife and kids with 
him.  Their lifestyle changed immediately—in some good ways, and in some really hard ways.  They 
abandoned some patterns of living that had been harmful, but they also picked up some new ways of living 
that were on the opposite end of the spectrum but just as destructive.  They went from being really sweet 
people to being judgmental jerks, and the family was split apart.  My friend began referring to these family 
members as his “holy relatives,” and there was no positive connotation in his use of the term “holy.”  To him, 
“holy” meant “angry, judgmental, and mean.”  Frankly, their “holiness” drove my friend further away from 
church than he had been before.   
 
When Jesus calls His followers to be holy, that’s not what He has in mind.  The word “holy” means “set apart,” 
as in “set apart for God.”  The opposite of “holy” is “common,” and Jesus calls us to be uncommon in the 
world.  Rather than being conformed to the world, we are to be transformed by the renewing of our minds to 
become like Christ—and Jesus, who was completely without sin, also wasn’t a jerk.   
 
Today, we will see how Paul encourages the Thessalonian Christians to live their lives set apart to God.  
Through Christ, they have been made new, and they are called to live in the newness of life Christ gives.  They 
are called to live differently, and part of living differently in Christ is loving relentlessly in Christ.  They are 
called to be holy, and for all of us who trust and follow Jesus, we are called to be holy, too. 

 
Big Idea – I’m Homesick, but in Christ, I’m holy.  
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1. I’m set apart to God in my focus (4:1-2). 
 
1 Finally, then, brothers, 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 (1 Thessalonians 4:1-2). 
 
At this point in his letter, Paul turns his attention to specific instructions for the Thessalonian Christians.  Like a 
parent sending words of advice to a child living some distance away, Paul is seeking to provide these brothers 
and sisters with the guidance and mentorship they need to actually follow Jesus—which is the calling to which 
they had been called. 
 
Sometimes we forget that our journey with Jesus is to be characterized by more than mere association with 
Jesus.  It is vitally important that we come to Christ in repentance and faith to begin a relationship with Him 
whereby we are born again, justified, forgiven, and adopted into the family of God; but it is also vitally 
important that we recognize that the beginning our relationship with Jesus is just that: a beginning.  From that 
beginning, we embark on a lifelong—and then eternal—journey of trusting and following Jesus.  Paul put it 
this way in his letter to the Colossians: 
 

Colossians 1:9-10 - …we have not ceased to pray for you, asking that you may be filled with the 
knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, 10 so as to walk in a manner worthy of 
the Lord, fully pleasing to him: bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God 

 
Followers of Christ are expected to grow in Christ, and we do that by daily following Jesus.  We seek to be 
filled with the knowledge of His will in all spiritual understanding, and in the power of the Holy Spirit, we “walk 
in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to Him” as we bear fruit and increase in our knowledge of God. 
To do those things, we have to fix our focus.  As followers of Jesus, we must remain focused on Christ, His 
Word, and His way of living.   
 
Through the writer of Hebrews, God calls us to focus our eyes on Jesus: 
 

Hebrews 12:1-2 - Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay 
aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set 
before us, 2 looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before 
him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. 

 
As we look to Jesus, we obey His Word and emulate His way of life.  We have been set apart to be different—
to be like our Savior.  Peter puts it this way: 
 

1 Peter 2:9 - 9 But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own 
possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his 
marvelous light.  

 
We proclaim His excellencies by living as He lived, and in order to live as He lived, we have to focus on Him. 
 
Questions for Reflection / Discussion: 
How are you actively seeking to fix your focus on Jesus?  What spiritual disciplines or habits are you cultivating 
that help you focus on Jesus, His Word, and His way of living?  
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2. I’m set apart to God in my flesh (4:3-8). 
 
3 For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from sexual immorality; 4 that each one of you 
know how to control his own body 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 (1 Thessalonians 4:3-8).  
 
One of the great obstacles in reaching and teaching anyone to trust and follow Jesus is reorienting former 
ways of life that they deemed to be good but were actually sinful and harmful.  For Gentiles in Europe, this 
meant leaving behind patterns of life and even worship that were specifically forbidden in a Christ-centered, 
biblical ethic.  Then as now, temptations abounded to please the flesh by indulging its desires, and in some 
cases, pagan worship even centered around those sorts of activities. 
 
Thessalonica (now Thessaloniki) is in the northern part of Greece.  A few years ago, I had the opportunity to 
visit Corinth, which is in the southern part of Greece.  Both cities were deeply influenced by Greek and Roman 
culture and religion, so establishing churches in both places involved navigating similar difficulties.  In Corinth, 
for example, at the top of a huge mountain that rises sharply above the ancient city, there was a Temple to 
Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love, beauty, passion, pleasure, and procreation.  The Temple employed over 
one thousand “priests and priestesses” who would travel down into the city from the mountain to welcome 
would-be worshipers to come from the lower city, up to the top of the mountain, to “worship” Aphrodite with 
them (for a nominal fee, of course).  Paul had to teach the Corinthian Christians that such practices were 
inconsistent with their new Christ-centered way of living: 
 

1 Corinthians 6:15-20 - 15 Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ? Shall I then take 
the members of Christ and make them members of a prostitute? Never! 16 Or do you not know that he 
who is joined to a prostitute becomes one body with her? For, as it is written, “The two will become 
one flesh.” 17 But he who is joined to the Lord becomes one spirit with him. 18 Flee from sexual 
immorality. Every other sin a person commits is outside the body, but the sexually immoral person sins 
against his own body. 19 Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, 
whom you have from God? You are not your own, 20 for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in 
your body. 

 
For Christ-followers—we who are no longer who we used to be but are now new creations in Christ Jesus (see 
2 Corinthians 5:17)—we are called to a different ethic with regard to our flesh.  We have been made to be 
different in Christ, so we are called to live differently in the power of the Holy Spirit.  We are not simply to 
indulge the desires of the flesh, for our Lord has explicitly clarified that the seemingly innate desires of the 
flesh come from a defiled nature:   
 

Matthew 15:19-20a - 19 For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, 
theft, false witness, slander. 20 These are what defile a person. 

 
We no longer seek to indulge the flesh; rather, we week to honor Christ with our bodies.  After all, “those who 
belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires” (Galatians 5:24).   
 
Questions for Reflection / Discussion: 
Read Galatians 5:16-26.  Why should you not gratify the desires of the flesh?  How do you find victory? 
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3. I’m set apart to God in my affections (4:9-12). 
 
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 (1 Thessalonians 4:9-12). 
 
Paul brings his instructions to a close by calling the Thessalonian Christians to holiness in their affections.  He 
begins by reminding them of Jesus’ call to brotherly love, and he commends them for loving one another well.  
He then urges them to continue in that pattern of loving one another well by urging them to follow four 
commands: 
 
First, he urges them to continue growing in their love for one another.  Love is a commitment, and growing in 
love takes intentional effort.  Temptations will come to be self-serving, unloving, and hard hearted.  They must 
fight these temptations and resolve to grow in love by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Growing in brotherly 
affection meant maintaining their commitment to love one another when doing so was easy and when doing 
so was hard.  It still does. 
 
Second, he urges them to aspire to live quietly.  Roman culture—much like 21st century American culture—
valued celebrity.  Those who accomplished great achievements and brought honor and glory to themselves 
were celebrated and admired.  Paul is admonishing the Thessalonians not to pursue the honor given by others 
but rather to pursue the sort of rewards that only their Heavenly Father could give (see Matthew 5-7).  
Growing in brotherly affection meant not thinking more highly of themselves than they ought, and it meant 
not seeking the fleeting glory the world gives (see John 12:43).  It still does. 
 
Third, he urges them to mind their own affairs.  You might be surprised that “mind your own business” is 
actually a biblical command, but right here it is!  What Paul is condemning is the practice of being a 
“busybody” whose nose is always in others’ affairs instead of attending to what God has called them to 
steward.  Those who seek always to remove the speck of dust from others’ eyes while ignoring the plank in 
their own fail to live out one of Jesus’ fundamental teachings (see Matthew 7:1-5).  God has entrusted each of 
us with enough to occupy our attention without our having to become experts in everyone else’s affairs.  
Often, those who can’t mind their own business are seeking to distract themselves or others from the log 
jutting out of their own eyes, and God calls us all to deal with our own struggles first.  Growing in brotherly 
affection meant minding one’s own business.  It still does. 
 
Fourth, he urges them to work with their hands.  Unfortunately, some among their number had 
misunderstood Christian community to mean that the more wealthy members of their church ought to take 
care of their physical needs such that they did not have to work.  Nowhere in Scripture is that what God 
teaches.  Of course God calls us to care for one another and help provide for each other’s specific needs when 
members of our fellowship are legitimately in need, but God calls His people to be faithful stewards of all that 
He has entrusted to our care.  In Paul’s second letter to the church at Thessalonica, he makes his point even 
more strongly: “If anyone is not willing to work, let him not eat” (2 Thessalonians 3:10).  Growing in brotherly 
affection meant taking responsibility for themselves.  It still does. 
 
Questions for Reflection / Discussion: 
How can you grow in your holy affections by following the four pieces of counsel given in this passage? 
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Final Thought 
 
One of the great tragedies of “religion” is that it calls people to a false holiness that says, “I’m better than 
you.”  After all, the phrase “holier-than-thou” carries with it no positive connotation whatsoever.  
Unfortunately, to so many people, the term “holy” means “angry, judgmental, and mean.”  That’s not at all 
what Jesus meant when He called His people to holiness. 
 
Being “holy” means being “set apart to God.”  It means being different from the world by being more like 
Jesus.  Peter summarizes the call to holiness well in his first letter: 
 

1 Peter 1:13-19 - 13 Therefore, preparing your minds for action, and being sober-minded, set your hope 
fully on the grace that will be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ. 14 As obedient 
children, do not be conformed to the passions of your former ignorance, 15 but as he who called you is 
holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, 16 since it is written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” 17 And 
if you call on him as Father who judges impartially according to each one's deeds, conduct 
yourselves with fear throughout the time of your exile, 18 knowing that you were ransomed from the 
futile ways inherited from your forefathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, 19 but with 
the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot. 

 
What should this sort of holiness look like?  Picture Jesus.  He was completely holy—set apart to God.  He lived 
without sin, and yet, He was never a jerk.  He upheld the high standards of Almighty God, and He loved people 
in a way that changed their lives.  His kindness led to repentance.  His compassion drew people in.  His 
holiness was attractive, not repulsive.  That’s the sort of holiness to which God is calling us.  We uphold the 
high standards of Almighty God, and we seek to live up to those standards by the power of the Holy Spirit 
dwelling in us, but we don’t morph into angry, judgmental, mean-spirited jerks.  That’s the opposite of holy.  
That’s the opposite of Jesus.   
 
 

firstbaptistbg.org 

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter: @firstbaptistbg 


