
“The Gospel Comes 
with Marching 

Orders”

1 Thessalonians 4:1–2



“It sounds really spiritual to say God is interested in a 
relationship, not in rules. But it’s not biblical. From top 

to bottom, the Bible is full of commands. 
They aren’t meant to stifle a relationship with God, 

but to protect it, seal it, and define it.”

—Kevin DeYoung, The Hole in Our Holiness, 45



“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. For you know what commandments we gave 

you by the authority of the Lord Jesus.” 

—1 Thessalonians 4:1–2
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1. The Substance of the Command

2. The Starting Point of the Command

3. The Source of the Command

• As Paul begins remedying that which was “lacking” 
(3:10), he expresses a command that was foundational 
for the Thessalonians’ improvement.

• By examining this command (4:1–2), we learn what is 
essential for remedying what is lacking in our own faith.



1. The Substance of the Command

“Finally then, brethren, we request and exhort you . . . 
that you excel still more” (v. 1).

• “Finally then” – marks a significant transition in the 
flow of the book to address the issues of “lack” 
reported by Timothy.

• “Consequently then, in light of these areas lacking in 
your faith . . .”



“Finally then, brethren, we request and exhort you . . . 
that you excel still more” (v. 1).

• “we request” = “we beseech, entreat” – a common 
term used in letters of request; gentle in tone.

• “we exhort” – used in 3:2 and 
3:7 in the sense of “encourage” 
or “comfort,” but back in 2:11 
(as here) in the sense of 
“exhort” or “urge strongly.”



“Finally then, brethren, we request and exhort you . . . 
that you excel still more” (v. 1).

• The substance of what was requested and exhorted.

• “to excel” = “to be in abundance”

• 3:12 – “and may the Lord cause you 
to increase and abound in love for 
one another, and for all people.”

• “still more” – beyond what was already achieved. 



“Finally then, brethren, we request and exhort you . . . 
as to how you ought to walk and please God 

that you excel still more” (v. 1).

• The realm in which the increasing abundance was to be 
pursued.

• “how you ought to walk” (NASB; ESV) or “how to live” 
(NIV) fail to capture fully the obligatory force of the 
command.

• Better: “how it is necessary for you to walk.”



“Finally then, brethren, we request and exhort you . . . 
as to how you ought to walk and please God 

that you excel still more” (v. 1).

• “to walk” – the walk of life; lifestyle.

• “to please God” – a consequence of 
the walk: “to walk so as to please God.”

• “Pleasing God” is a theme in Paul which 
does not receive its rightful attention 
today.



• 1 Thessalonians 2:4 – Paul preached “not as pleasing
men, but God who examines our hearts.”

• 1 Thessalonians 2:15 – Jewish opponents were “not 
pleasing to God, but hostile to all men.”

• Romans 8:8 – those in the flesh “cannot please God.”

• Colossians 1:10 – “so that you will walk in a manner 
worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects . . .”

• 2 Corinthians 5:9 – “Therefore we also have as our 
ambition, whether at home or absent, to be pleasing to 
Him.”



progressive sanctification

=
the increase in being 

“pleasing to God”



“What higher approval could a person enjoy than to 
know that what he or she has done is pleasing to God? 

Every Christian should have a passion to please God. 
We are to delight in honoring Him. It should be our 

greatest desire to please our Redeemer.”

—R. C. Sproul, Pleasing God: Discovering the Meaning and 
Importance of Sanctification, 7



2. The Starting Point of the Command

“we request and exhort you 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” 

(4:1).

• The grammar of v. 1 is unusual.

• “that . . . that” – Paul pauses after the first “that” to 
provide some historical context before going on to give 
the command, introduced after the second “that.”



“we request and exhort you 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” 

(4:1).

• Historical detail #1: the original preaching of the 
missionaries.

• “you received” – the reception of a formal body of 
teaching.

▪ 1 Thess 2:13 – the original preaching of the gospel. 
▪ 1 Thess 4:1 – instruction in pleasing God.



“And according to Paul’s custom, he went to them, and for 
three Sabbaths reasoned with them from the Scriptures, 

explaining and giving evidence that the Christ had to suffer 
and rise again from the dead, and saying, ‘This Jesus whom I 

am proclaiming to you is the Christ.’ . . . But the Jews, 
becoming jealous and taking along some wicked men from 

the market place, formed a mob and set the city in an uproar 
. . . they began dragging Jason and some brethren before the 

city authorities, shouting, ‘These men who have upset the 
world have come here also; and Jason has welcomed them, 

and they all act contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying that 
there is another king, Jesus.’”   —Acts 17:2–7



• Indeed, the gospel offer must be preached in its 
apostolic simplicity; it is anathema to add anything to it.

• Justification (being declared 
righteous by God through faith in 
Jesus) cannot be confused with 
sanctification (striving with 
growing intensity to please God).

• Nonetheless, sanctification must be taught to those who 
are justified; it is anathema to omit it.



“Any gospel which purports to save people without 
also transforming them is inviting easy-believism. If 

you think being a Christian is nothing more than 
saying a prayer or joining a church, then you’ve 

confused real grace with cheap grace. Those who 
are justified will be sanctified.”

—DeYoung, The Hole in Holiness, 30



“we request and exhort you 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” 

(4:1).

• Historical detail #2: the original obedience of the 
Thessalonian converts.

• “you actually do walk” – Paul does not browbeat the 
Thessalonians but acknowledges the progress already 
made!

• Progressive sanctification inevitably follows justification.



“For you know what commandments we gave you” (4:2).

• Paul reiterates the historical basis of his instruction: the 
missionaries had already given them these 
“commandments” to excel in walking and pleasing God.

• In fact, he even calls them even as witness: “for you 
know.”

• There was no mistake; Paul introduced teachings 
related to sanctification from the very start.



3.  The Source of the Command

“we request and exhort you in the Lord Jesus . . . . For 
you know what commandments we gave you 

by the authority of the Lord Jesus” (4:1-2).

• “in the Lord Jesus” – the sphere in which Paul makes 
his exhortation.

• Paul did not attempt to advance a way of life based on 
personal opinion or friendly advice; he was convinced 
he spoke on behalf of Jesus Himself. 



“we request and exhort you in the Lord Jesus . . . . For 
you know what commandments we gave you 

by the authority of the Lord Jesus” (4:1-2).

• “by the Lord Jesus” – the agency by which Paul gives 
his commands related to pleasing God.

• Paul repeats this reference to authority in order to 
emphasize the obligatory nature of this body of 
teaching.



“All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on 
earth. Go therefore and make disciples of all the 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and the Son and the Holy Spirit,  teaching them to 

observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with 
you always, even to the end of the age.”

—Matthew 28:18b–20



• As a one of the redeemed, what motivates 
you to obey God’s commands?

• Are you motivated to obey most by the 
prospect of pleasing your Redeemer?

• Is that motivation growing stronger with 
time?

QUESTIONS


