
“God’s Will Revealed”

1 Thessalonians 4:3



“Convention teaches us that the will of God consists of 
a specific pathway we should follow into the future. 

God knows what this pathway is, and he has laid it out 
for us to follow. Our responsibility is to discover this 

pathway—God’s plan for our lives. Unfortunately, it is 
not always obvious. If anything, it is often ambiguous. 
We must figure out which of the many pathways we 

could follow is the one we should follow, the one God 
has planned for us. If and when we make the right 
choice, we will receive his favor, fulfill our divine 

destiny, and succeed in life.



“When a decision has to be made, 
everything suddenly becomes like a 

maze. . . . If we choose rightly, we will 
experience his blessing and achieve 
success and happiness. If we choose 
wrongly, we may lose our way, miss 

God’s will for our lives, and remain lost 
forever in an incomprehensible maze.”

—Jerry Sittser, The Will of God as a Way of 
Life, 22–23



“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. 
For this is the will of God, your sanctification . . . .” 

—1 Thessalonians 4:1–3a
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OVERVIEW OF 1 THESSALONIANS 4–5 



1. Sanctification Stipulated (1 Thess 4:3a)

2. Sanctification Surveyed (Paul’s Writings)

• After introducing his instruction with a general reminder 
and exhortation (4:1–2), Paul transitions to provide a 
detailed response to what was “lacking” (3:10) in the 
Thessalonians’ faith.

• He begins his first detailed section with a key assertion: 
“For this is the will of God, your sanctification” (4:3a).



1. Sanctification Stipulated 

• “For” – connects the assertion directly with what 
preceded: “For you know what commandments we 
gave you by the Lord Jesus” (4:2).

• It also connects the statement generally with the focus 
of 4:1–2: “how you ought to walk and please God.”

“For this is the will of God, your sanctification” (4:3a) 



“For this is the will of God, your sanctification” (4:3a) 

• “the will” = “what one wishes/desires to happen.”

▪ Predominantly used in the NT to describe the 
authoritative will of God the Father or of Christ.

• “of God” – indicates that the one who expresses this 
desire is not Paul nor any other human agent. 

▪ This desire is expressed by none other than God 
the Father.



“For this is the will of God, your sanctification” (4:3a) 

• “this is” – emphasizes the clear, declarative nature of 
this divine will.

▪ It is not an esoteric mystery or a puzzling riddle 
requiring a special search or intricate decoding.

▪ It is not hidden from public knowledge or veiled in 
the darkness; it is not a secret knowledge, open 
only to a special society.

▪ It is revealed; it is declared!



“Paul does not teach that there are esoteric heavenly 
mysteries into which only a select few might be 

initiated . . . . Rather, the ability to know God’s will is for 
all who follow Christ and heed the apostolic doctrine.” 

—Gary Shogren, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 157





“For this is the will of God, your sanctification” (4:3a) 

• “your sanctification” – the content of “God’s will.”

• “sanctification” = simply stated, “to set something or 
someone apart for a particular purpose.”

1) separation from the ordinary;

2) consecration for special usage 
or status.



“In sanctification, God, working especially 
by the Holy Spirit, separates the believer 

unto himself (cf. 1 Cor 1:2) and makes 
him increasingly holy, progressively 

transforming him into the image of Christ 
(Rom 8:29; 2 Cor 3:18) by subduing the 
power of sin in his life and enabling him 
to bear the fruit of obedience in his life.”

—MacArthur & Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine, 632



“For this is the will of God, your sanctification; that is, that 
you abstain from sexual immorality; that each of you 

know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and 
honor, not in lustful passion, like the Gentiles who do not 
know God; 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. For God has not called us for the 
purpose of impurity, but in sanctification. So, he who 

rejects this is not rejecting man but the God who gives His 
Holy Spirit [lit. His Spirit—the Holy One] to you.”

—1 Thessalonians 4:3-8



• In addition to the four times the root word is used in 
4:3–8, it is found several other times in the letter.

• 1 Thessalonians 3:13 – “so that He may establish your 
hearts without blame in holiness before our God and 
Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all His 
saints.”

• 1 Thessalonians 5:23 – “Now may the God of peace 
Himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and 
soul and body be preserved complete, without blame 
at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.”



• The idea is a dominant OT theme.

• Leviticus 20:26 – “Thus you are to be holy to Me, for I 
the LORD am holy; and I have set you apart from the 
peoples to be Mine.”

• Deuteronomy 26:18-19 – “The LORD has today 
declared you to be His people, a treasured 
possession, as He promised you, and that you should 
keep all His commandments; and that He will set you 
high above all nations which He has made, for praise, 
fame, and honor; and that you shall be a consecrated 
people to the LORD your God, as He has spoken.”



“The holiness that has previously been the characteristic 
distinguishing Israel from the Gentile nations has now 
also become the boundary marker that separates the 

Thessalonian Gentile believers from ‘the Gentiles who do 
not know God’ (4:5), those who are ‘outside’ God’s holy 

people (4:12).” 

Jeffrey Weima, 1–2 Thessalonians, 265
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• A survey of Paul’s writings shows that he taught that 
sanctification is accomplished in three different stages:

2. Sanctification Surveyed



(1) “POSITIONAL SANCTIFICATION”

• An instantaneous act accomplished at regeneration.

• “This initial step in sanctification involves a definite 
break from the ruling power and love of sin, so that 
the believer is no longer ruled or dominated by sin 
and no longer loves to sin” (Wayne Grudem, 
Systematic Theology, 747).

• A single act—not a process. Accomplished by God—
not by the believer. An act that establishes our 
position—not a command to be implemented.



• 1 Corinthians 1:2 – “To the church of God which is at 
Corinth, to those who have been sanctified in Christ 
Jesus, saints by calling, with all who in every place 
call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord
and ours.”

• 1 Corinthians 6:9–11 – “Or do you not know that the 
unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? . . . 
Such were some of you; but you were washed, but 
you were sanctified, but you were justified in the 
name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our 
God.”



“What makes a believer a saint is not his 
practical righteousness but his positional 

righteousness. All believers are saints 
because all believers have been set apart 

by a holy God and have been united to the 
holy Lord Jesus. This is precisely the 
concept of definitive sanctification” 

—MacArthur & Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine, 633
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(3) “PERFECTIVE SANCTIFICATION”

• God’s final and ultimate act of sanctification whereby 
He separates us once and for all from the presence of 
sin and consecrates us completely to His ultimate 
purposes.

• 1 Thessalonians 5:23 – “Now may the God of peace 
Himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and 
soul and body be preserved complete, without 
blame at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. Faithful 
is He who calls you, and He also will bring it to pass.”
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(2) “PROGRESSIVE SANCTIFICATION”

• A process whereby the believer increasingly becomes
in practice who he already is according to position.

• “Sanctification is a progressive work of God and man 
that makes us more and more free from sin and like 
Christ in our actual lives” (Grudem, Systematic 
Theology, 746).

• Accomplished by God through the conscious 
participation of the believer. A command to be 
obeyed—not a fact already achieved.
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• Philippians 2:12-13 – “So then, my beloved, just as 
you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, 
but now much more in my absence, work out your 
salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is 
at work in you, both to will and to work for His good 
pleasure.”

• 2 Corinthians 7:1 – “Therefore, having these 
promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all 
defilement of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in 
the fear of God.”



Separation from sin Consecration to God

MORTIFICATION

“Putting sin         
to death”

VIVIFICATION

“Bringing virtue 
to life”

“PROGRESSIVE SANCTIFICATION”



“Not that I have already obtained it or have already 
become perfect, but I press on so that I may lay hold 

of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ 
Jesus. Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid 
hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting what lies

behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I 
press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward 

call of God in Christ Jesus.”

—Philippians 3:12–14 
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“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



“And here let it be remembered that 
we are not patrons of licentiousness 

and enemies of good works. For 
though we exclude them from the 

act of our justification and salvation, 
yet we maintain a profitable and 

necessary use of them in the life of 
every Christian man.”

—William Perkins, Works, 7.145



“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. 
For this is the will of God, your sanctification.” 

—1 Thessalonians 4:1–3a



• Do not allow concern about God’s silence on certain 
practical matters to distract you from obedience to 
those matters about which He has spoken.

• When you wonder what decision to make in a practical 
area of life, always make the decision that most directly 
helps you to fulfill His revealed will: your sanctification.

• Do you take God’s revealed will for your life seriously?

APPLICATION


