
“God’s Will Applied”

1 Thessalonians 4:3b-6a



The Evangelical Trivialization of Sexual Sin

“We should whisper about what the Bible whispers 
about and shout about what it shouts about. The Bible 
appears more to whisper on sexual sin compared to its 

shouts about materialism and religious pride.” 

—J. D. Greear, January 2019
(former president of the Southern Baptist Convention)



“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 . . . .



“. . . 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 to you.” 

—1 Thessalonians 4:1–8



• After stating that God’s will for the Thessalonians is their 
“sanctification” (4:3a), Paul applies that truth to the 
realm of sexuality with three exhortations (4:3b-6a):

“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.”

1. (v. 3b)
2. (vv. 4–5) 

3. (v. 6a)



• God’s will (your sanctification) applied to sexuality:

1. Abstain from all sexual activity outside 
marriage (v. 3b).

2. Cultivate dignified sexual intimacy within 
marriage (vv. 4–5).

3. Honor the sexual purity of other marriages 
(v. 6).



1. Abstain from all sexual activity outside 
marriage (4:3b).

• The first of three applications of sanctification (v. 3a).

• “To abstain” = “to avoid contact with or use of.”

▪ 1 Thess 5:22 – “Abstain from every form of evil.”

• Present tense – a continuous, habitual practice.

“that you abstain from sexual immorality” (v. 3b) 



• “sexual immorality” – πορνεία (porneia)

▪ Paul purposely uses a broad, inclusive term.

▪ “sexual activity contrary to God’s revealed design”

▪ Ben Witherington: “an umbrella term for any and 
all sorts of sexual sin . . . all sexual activity outside 
of marriage.”

▪ Premarital sex, extramarital sex, homosexual sex.

“that you abstain from sexual immorality” (4:3b) 



“In Greco-Roman society, marriages 
were usually family arrangements rather 
than love matches. Typically men in the 
middle twenties were paired with young 

women barely in their teens, whom 
they usually had never met. So it was 

expected that married men would have 
sexual relations with other women, such 

as prostitutes, female slaves, or 
mistresses from lower classes.”

—Weima, 1–2 Thessalonians, 261



“If anyone thinks that young men should be 
forbidden to have affairs even with prostitutes, he 

is very strict indeed . . . for his view is contradictory 
not only to the law of the present age, but even 
with the habits of our ancestors and with what 

they used to consider allowable. For when was this 
not a common practice? When was it blamed?

When was it forbidden? When, in fact, did 
that which was lawful become that which 

was not lawful?”

—Marcus Tullius Cicero 
(106-43 BC) 



• Greco-Roman religious 
practices were highly 
sexualized.

• Priests and priestesses 
served as prostitutes. 

• Pornographic imagery 
was common in temples.

• That the Thessalonians “turned to God from idols” (1:9) 
implied not just a massive religious shift but a moral 
one as well.



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

—1 Thessalonians 4:3



• Do you acknowledge the fact that God has spoken loudly 
and clearly against unlawful sexual conduct?

• Have you repented of premarital, extramarital, or 
homosexual thoughts and acts?

• Are you continually mortifying thoughts or behaviors 
related to these unlawful areas, or do you still enjoy them?

• Are you willing to stand against pressures to conform, 
ridicule, or ostracism in obedience to God’s will?

QUESTIONS FOR APPLICATION



2. Cultivate dignified sexual intimacy within 
marriage (4:4–5).

“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” (vv. 4–5).

• The second of three applications of sanctification. 

• The most difficult text to interpret in the entire letter.



“that each of you know how to possess his own vessel”
(v. 4a).

• “Each of you” – Paul transitions from a general 
exhortation (v. 3) to one that is individual and focused 
on men in particular.

• “To know how” – emphasizes learning a skill or gaining 
knowledge for an ability (e.g., 1 Tim 3:5).

• “his own” – emphatic pronoun, stronger than “his,” 
thus implying “his own as opposed to another’s.”



“that each of you know how to possess his own vessel”
(v. 4a).

• “Vessel” – literally, “a container, jar, bowl” (Luke 8:16).

• Here Paul uses it figuratively, leaving two options: 

a) “Body” (2 Cor 4:7; Chrysostom, Calvin)

b) “Wife” (Prov 5:15; 1 Pet 3:7; Augustine, 
Aquinas)



“that each of you know how to possess his own vessel”
(v. 4a).

• “To possess” – the verb gives two options:

a) “To acquire possession of, obtain” (all 
NT uses; e.g., Acts 8:20).

b) “To control, master” (no NT examples).



THREE VIEWS ON 1 THESSALONIANS 4:4

1. Learn how to control your own body (emphasis 
on personal self-control—regardless of status).

2. Learn how to acquire your own wife (emphasis 
on the benefit of getting married).

3. Learn how to have your own wife (emphasis on 
living properly with one’s wife; “having and 
holding”).



“But because of immoralities, 
each man is 

to have his own wife, 
and each woman is 

to have her own husband.”

—1 Corinthians 7:2



“. . . in sanctification and honor, not in lustful passion, 
like the Gentiles who do not know God” (v. 4b–5).

• “In sanctification and honor” – the prescribed sphere 
of the having and holding.

▪ “sanctification” – separation and consecration.

▪ “honor” – value/worth shown to another.

• Paul emphasized the dignity and mutuality of sexuality 
within God’s design for marriage (Gen 2:24).



“. . . in sanctification and honor, not in lustful passion, 
like the Gentiles who do not know God” (v. 4b–5).

• “Not in lustful passion” – the prohibited sphere of the 
having and holding.

▪ A determined pursuit of self-gratification, no 
matter the consequence.

• “Like the Gentiles” – The customary practices of pagan 
men indicated that their behaviors in no way reflected 
the glory of or submission to their Creator.



• Married men, are you learning the skill of having and 
holding your own wife? This is a crucial element of your 
sanctification.

• Married men, do you behave properly to your wife, being
devoted to her exclusively, assigning to her dignity and 
respect—particularly in the sphere of physical intimacy? 

• Married men, do you succumb to selfish, insensitive lust? 
If you are, you are living like a pagan.

QUESTIONS FOR APPLICATION



“. . . 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 to you.” 

—1 Thessalonians 4:1–8


