Lesson – 7                                            August 18, 2012                          Gladwin Mathews


Lesson - 7 Living Holy Lives 
Read for your Study: 1 Thess. 4:1-12; Matt. 25:34-46; Gen. 39:9; John 13:34, 35.

Memory Text: “For God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life” (1 Thessalonians 4:7, NIV).

Introduction: One thought that has troubled the minds of men for ages is that all people are called by God to attain holiness. From the first human being to the last, all are called to be holy.  In the word of God, we are called to imitate the holiness of God so that we might have an eternal home with Him when this life is over. While we see ourselves as sinful and immoral people, God sees us (in His image) as having the right and opportunity to be holy and blameless in His sight. 
It is very clear in the Scripture that no Christian is sinless (1 John 1:8-10), but it is also clear that God expects the true believer to not sin habitually. “No one who is born of God practices sin, because His seed abides in Him, and he cannot practice sin because he is born of God” (3:9)
All are born as sinners but a few become holy by the Grace of God. God tells his people to become holy because He is holy. If we are his people, it will be possible for us to live a holy life. Question: What is holiness for us? It is that we live in obedience to God. To become holy is to obey him. The word “holy,” “holiness,” “saint” and “sanctify” comes from a Greek root meaning, “to set apart to God.” The believer in the Lord Jesus Christ is set apart for God by the Holy Spirit. The “saint” is a person set apart for God, enjoying a holy standing before God in Christ Jesus, with the obligation of living a holy life (1 Pet. 1:15-16). 
In the first three chapters of 1 Thessalonians Paul had focused on the nurture and growth of believer’s faith. Yet he felt that there were things that were still lacking in their faith as we read in 1 Thessalonians 3:10 and he was praying to provide them with what was lacking in their faith. 
Question: What was lacking in the Thessalonians faith that Paul wanted to supply? During his ministry, Paul spent much of his time in three cities that we know about: Antioch, his home church, Corinth, and the third was Ephesus. Each of these cities had so-called “temples” that were attempts to promote fertility. They were little more than glorified brothels. There were both male and female prostitutes. Is that why Paul spoke so forcefully about sexual immorality? Was it this that he wanted to tell them about when he said ‘to live a holy life’?  Let us dive into our study and learn! 

Abounding More and More: 
In the previous chapters Paul had commended the Thessalonians believers about their faith. He told them that they had made a good start and now he wants them to continue growing in the truths they had been taught by him. He wants them to grow ‘more and more’ spiritually ‘abounding’ in faith that the result would be a life of holiness and purity – avoiding sexual  immorality–as  a  preparation for  the second  coming  of Jesus  Christ  which  he expected to take place soon. 
While speaking to them, twice he mentions of Jesus speaking on the same issue (1 Thessalonians 4:1, 15). This indicates that Paul had access to the sources of information that we do not have now. Even in his later correspondence, Paul specifically stated that they should avoid sexual immorality. “Any other sin a man commits does not affect his body; but the man who is guilty of sexual immorality sins against his own body.” (1 Corinthians 6:18, GNB) 
This makes it very clear that God’s intention was for one man to be married to one woman and for them to be in a very close and meaningful relationship. That was to be the closest and most intimate relationship known to human beings. 

God’s Will: Holiness

God said, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” Be holy, and not conforming to evil desire. God’s holiness expresses His divine perfection. His innermost nature is holy, and a holy God calls for a holy people (1 Cor. 6:19; 1 Pet. 2:9; 1 Cor. 1:2). 
The eternal purpose of God in Christ is for us to be holy. God has saved you by the Holy Spirit to make you His holy people (2 Thess. 2:13; 1 Pet. 1:2; Eph. 5:25-27). The purpose of God in the atoning death of His Son for our sins is to save us from the penalty of sin, and to set us apart to God to become like His Son (Rom. 8:29). Our eternal destiny is to be conformed to the image of God in Christ Jesus (1 John. 3:3). 
The Christian is responsible for his inner life and outward walk. All areas of our life should be in the process of being conformed to the likeness of Jesus Christ. It is after we are sanctified that we continue to perfect holiness. Paul wrote to the Christians in Corinth with the exhortation, “Therefore, having these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all defilement of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor 7:1).  
The Bible encourages us to be holy by reminding us that the only way to be with God is to live a life of holiness. The writer to the Hebrews stated, “Pursue peace with all men, and the sanctification without which no one will see the Lord” (Hebrews 12:14). No one can see the Lord God without holiness. The will of God for each Thessalonian believer is “holiness” or “sanctification” (1 Thess. 4:3, 4, 7). Sanctification is God’s stated purpose for the believer. The Christian has been set apart to God and is therefore “holy” unto the Lord because we have been declared to be “perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1). 
In these passages, Paul was contrasting two very different ways of living. In the cities of Antioch, Corinth, Ephesus, and probably Thessalonica, sexual immorality was widespread. By contrast, Paul was calling for church members to live holy lives. 

Question: What is the definition of a holy life? Holiness means to be “set aside for a special and sacred purpose.” The word used in Thessalonians implies a process rather than an outcome. We are to be growing continuously more like God. 

Ellen G. White goes a step further saying that we should not even read, or see which will bring impure thoughts! “Those who would not fall a prey to Satan’s devices, must guard well the avenues of the soul; they must avoid reading, seeing, or hearing that which will suggest impure thoughts. The mind must not be left to dwell at random upon every subject that the enemy of souls may suggest. The heart must be faithfully sentineled, or evils without will awaken evils within, and the soul will wander in darkness.—Ellen G. White, Acts of the Apostles, p. 518.

Not Like the Gentiles: 
In Paul’s world, sexual immorality was almost always connected with alcohol consumption, riotous living, and all kinds of immoral activities. 
Question: What do you think Paul was implying when he talked about living a holy life? Paul went on to describe the kind of people Christians should be. Not sponging off of others but living a quiet life, earning their own living, and supporting themselves. 
Greco-Roman religions had few restrictions on male sexuality, and as a result, sexual conduct was always high on the list of moral exhortations given to Gentiles. Paul does not specify here exactly what was included in “immorality” (he and Timothy may have already covered those details) — he just reminds them to avoid what they had already been taught is wrong. 

Paul explains this instruction on the basis of a more general principle: that each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honorable. Self-control was one of the primary virtues of Greco-Roman civilization, and Paul appeals to that cultural value to argue against a common cultural vice.

According to God’s Design: Paul contrasts self-restraint with people who are driven by carnal urges: not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God. Paul uses the word ethnē, which means “nations” or “Gentiles.” His readers were Gentiles, but they are not to live in the same way as everyone else around them. If they indulge in sexual immorality, they are acting as if they are ignorant of who God is and what he wants (1 Thess. 4:8). They are letting themselves be controlled by the flesh, not the Spirit. 
Paul further says that in this matter no one should wrong his brother or take advantage of him. Sexual immorality hurts other people, and it should not be done to fellow believers— or to anyone else, for that matter. People are not to be used for one’s own self-gratification. 
Paul adds yet another reason for sexual purity: The Lord will punish…for all such sins, as we have already told you and warned you. Part of Paul’s message in Thessalonica was that God would eventually punish selfish behavior that hurts other people. (The NIV has the word “men,” but in a passage about sexual sin, this could easily be read as referring only to males, when the Greek text is not gender specific. A more literal translation is “the Lord is an avenger concerning all these things.”)

Paul brings the discussion back to God’s will: For God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life (1 Thessalonians 4:7).  God wants sexual purity. Anything else is impure, unholy, unspiritual, and unchristian.
Paul concludes by reminding the readers that this is God’s idea, not just his own: Therefore, he who rejects this instruction does not reject man but God, who gives you his Holy Spirit. 
Lesson - Since God is sharing his life and nature with us, and this is the life we want for all eternity, then, as best as we can with his Spirit transforming us, our lives should be holy and conformed to the pattern that Jesus Christ gives us. 

Mind Your Own Business: Paul then moves to two other areas of life — love and work. He does not say much about either one, because the Thessalonians were already doing well, so a brief reminder will be sufficient. ‘Now about brotherly love we do not need to write to you, for you yourselves have been taught by God to love each other’. Paul is using two Greek words for love: He did not need to write to them about philia love (mutual love) because they already had agape love (unilateral love) for one another. 

And in fact, you do love all the brothers throughout Macedonia. (Apparently they had some contact with the church in Philippi, and perhaps Berea.) Yet we urge you, brothers, to do so more and more. In other words, good job! Keep up the good work! 
In 1 Thess. 4: 11, 12 Paul turns from their behavior with other believers, to their role in the larger society around them: ‘Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you’. If you want to be ambitious, count yourself a success when you stay out of trouble — that’s a pretty ambitious goal in itself. If you are going to be persecuted, make sure it is for the gospel and not for bad behavior. And don’t be lazy (some Greeks thought that manual labor was beneath their dignity).

He gives two reasons for this: ‘so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anybody.’ Let your behavior make the gospel more attractive to unbelievers (similar to Titus 2:5, 8, 10), and don’t become financially beholden to someone else. Be an asset to society, and people might be a little more willing to listen to what you have to say. 
Conclusion: We must follow God’s design and make it a self-sacrificing love that God poured out on us in Christ. It is a gift of God and, enjoyed according to God’s will for us, it can powerfully reveal the kind of love God has for humanity and the kind of closeness that He wants with His people.                               
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