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As we work through this passage today, I want to speak to each one of you personally from my heart, from a pastor’s 

heart. Our passage this morning addresses sexual sin and sexual holiness, so I want to make sure that I properly prepare 

you for our study of this passage. I’m keenly aware that this is a passage can make us vulnerable to Satan’s attacks from 

two extremes.    

  J.R.R. Tolkein (picture) reminds us in The Hobbit (picture), “It does not do to leave a live dragon out of our 

calculations, if you live near him.”  

  Christians live near a live dragon. Satan and his demons who do his bidding want to distract you from this text and 

sabotage this sermon by reminding you of either past sexual sin or set you up with self-righteous arrogance.  

  Satan wants to condemn you with forgiven sin. Revelation calls Satan “the accuser” (Revelation 12:10). He loves to 

convict us of past sin that’s been forgiven and forsaken. In doing so, he derails us with guilt, causing us to question 

God’s promised forgiveness. He wants you to be more conscious of your sin than you are of God’s mercy. He will try to 

accuse you this morning disguising himself as the Holy Spirit and distract you from God’s gracious purpose found in this 

passage. He wants your focus on the past when God wants to walk you forward into your grace-filled, victorious future.  

  Satan wants to set you up with self-righteous arrogance. Many in the Church self-righteously think that sexual sin is 

not our sin because after all, we’re not as bad as ______. We have wrongly and unbiblically made homosexuality and 

transgenderism the big sins, The Scarlet Letter of evil.  

  A lost world thinks that we’re radical if we say that homosexuality and transgenderism is wrong. But the Bible teaches 

that not only are homosexuality and transgenderism sin, but a couple of teens having sex in the backseat are sinning. The 

unmarried heterosexual couple living down the street is sinning. It’s not just LGBTQ that’s sin. Any sexual activity 

taking place outside of the marriage covenant between a husband and wife is sinful. Jesus takes this sexual ethic a step 

further and goes to the heart of the matter. That means that any time you or I lust after someone else, we’re sinning. The 

Lord Jesus’ radical view of sexuality shows all of us as sexual sinners. It’s why He came to die. Our Savior died to save 

lustful, homo- and heterosexual sinners and transform our hearts and minds and behavior. When it comes to sexual sin, 

none of us are innocent. There is no place for pride or self-righteousness at the foot of the cross.  

  It’s not just selective sexual sins that the Bible condemns, it’s all sexual sin and you can’t be a genuine Christian 

without repentance. Everyone – including me – is guilty of sin, but Christianity hinges on repentance. We agree with 

God about our sin. We turn from it and turn toward Jesus. When it comes to Christianity, the debate isn’t about sexual 

sins versus other sins. It’s about whether accepting the gospel and repenting are integral to the Christian life. Jesus’ 

teaching on sexuality shows there’s something wrong with all of us that can only be fixed by what He did for us on the 

cross.  

  So whether Satan tempts you with false guilt or self-righteousness, the Bible tells us to “Resist the devil, and he will 

flee from you” (James 4:7). Our passage is not about past sin. This passage is about our Christlike future and how we can 

be protected from temptation and the deceitfulness of sin. It’s about future sexual holiness beginning today. I pray that 

God will use this passage to protect us from the destructive effects of any sexual sin. Turn to 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8 (p. 

987).  

  Paul is writing to young Christians who have been saved out of a debauched culture that was worse than ours. The 

Greek orator, Demosthenes (picture) said of his culture: “We keep prostitutes for pleasure; we keep mistresses for the 

day to day needs of the body; we keep wives for the begetting of children and for the faithful guardianship of our 

homes.” Since its inception Christianity has called us to be different and live in personal holiness. Throughout Church 

History Christians have remained committed to purity in spite of lax moral cultures that have pressured them to 

compromise biblical standards. Sexual sin is not a new problem. 

  What the Bible is teaching here is so foreign to what we’re exposed to in a sex-obsessed culture that it sounds like it’s 

from an alternate reality. Let me suggest that our situation is like the movie The Matrix (picture). In the Matrix the 

world is run by computers that have everyone deceived into thinking their existence is real. People are kept asleep by 

malicious computers. But Morpheus leads a small group who’ve awakened and escaped from that dream world. They 

enlist Neo, but he’s skeptical. Morpheus holds out his hands offering a red pill or a blue pill. He says, “I’m trying to free 

your mind, Neo, but only you can walk through the door.” If Neo takes the blue pill, he’ll wake up and continue his life 

of blissful ignorance, like everyone else. If he takes the red pill he’ll awaken to truth and reality.  

  When it comes to sexuality, most of those in our culture have taken the blue pill. Our culture is so obsessed with sex 

and sexual rights that it’s almost like they’re drugged. It drives their entire existence. They think they can’t be happy 

unless free to fulfill every sexual desire and fantasy.  



  But God wants us to take the red pill, the truth pill. He wants us to see the reality of life from His perspective, not a 

dying world’s. Jesus Christ is the red pill. He is the way, the truth and the life (John 14:6). God wants us to embrace the 

truth about sexual purity, even though almost everyone else is gobbling down the blue pills called sexual freedom.  

  1 Thessalonians 4:1-8 stands out in Scripture as one of the most direct passages on moral purity and God’s call to 

personal holiness so that we bring glory to God and experience His superabundant goodness in our lives. It’s God’s Sex 

Talk. There’s a vital connection between authentic spirituality and healthy sexuality. Such spirituality is anchored in a 

robust understanding of God’s character. The aim of this passage is to persuade those who are truly born-again to be 

Spirit-controlled, especially in the area of handling sexual desires.  If you’re taking notes…  

 

1. Our lives have purpose when we live in a way that pleases God vss 1-2.   

  If you’re a new believer, I hope you’re like the boy Pastor Ray Stedman (picture) asked how old he was. The boy 

quickly replied, “I’m twelve, going on thirteen, soon be fourteen.” He was eager to grow! It’s so exciting to see 

Christians who are eager to grow spiritually.  

  Paul describes the Christian life as a walk because if there’s true life, there’s forward movement. Believing in Jesus as 

your personal Savior is more than mental assent to the gospel, while you continue to live as you please. To truly believe 

in Jesus means God changes your heart. Your desires are different now. You delight in His Word, which is food for your 

soul. You hate your sin, turn from it, and strive to be more like Jesus, who is holy. You seek to obey the Lord and please 

Him out of gratitude for the grace He’s given you. 

  Being a Christ-follower changes these commands, which is a better translation than “instructions,” from being 

burdensome to being blessings. It changes our motivation from striving to earn God’s favor to longing to please Him 

because He first loved us. It’s the difference between a maid who cleans a man’s house and does his laundry because it’s 

her job and a wife who does these same tasks out of love for her husband who loves her.  

  To walk in a way pleasing to God you must be “in the Lord Jesus” through believing the gospel. Paul often uses the 

metaphor walk to describe the Christian life. At least forty times we see it in the epistles, especially in the letters of Paul. 

Because the Christian life is not a leap. We don’t get where we need to be in one quick, sudden flash. It takes time to 

walk somewhere. It takes time to grow in the Lord.  

  Walk is highly suggestive. It may have been from Paul’s own experience. Someone calculated just how far the Apostle 

Paul walked in his efforts to spread the gospel. According to Acts, he took three missionary journeys. The second of 

these alone—the one during which the Thessalonian church was founded—amounted to 3,000 miles, 2,000 of which 

would have been on foot. The average daily distance a traveler of that time could walk was about twenty miles, with a 

Roman inn being located every 20 to 25 miles along the road. These places weren’t exactly Hampton Inns. They were 

filthy and bug infested. No one stayed in them without some considerable risk to his life.  

  And the weather wasn’t exactly hospitable. Paul traveled through snowy mountain passes and spring floods. He walked 

through areas famous for bands of marauders. He braved wild creatures. The travel recorded in Acts 16 alone would 

have covered 740 miles. Chapter 15 would be 500 miles. Walking was something that occupied much of Paul’s typical 

day.  

  But there are more significant reasons why he uses this figure of speech so often. First, it suggests strongly that 

Christian experience involves change. You walk in order to change your location. A person walking is moving; he isn’t 

static. Secondly, it promotes the idea of steady and continual—though unspectacular— advance. When you become a 

Christian, you become part of a process of change. No believer can ever justify wrong behavior by saying, “I behaved 

that way because that’s just the way I am. I can’t change.” We’re not bound by inborn limitations. Where there is life, 

there’s forward spiritual movement. Christ’s resurrection gives us the power to change. Steady, unspectacular, advance: 

all three words are important. A Chinese proverb says: “Even the journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”  

  But every step you take is the beginning of a fall. There’s always risk in walking. People who walk stumble. It’s part of 

the process, but they know they must get back up and keep walking.  

  As we grow spiritually, we please God. Is there anything more important for the Christian than pleasing God?  

  It’s hard to believe that the movie is forty years old so most of you have only seen it on DVD. In the movie, Chariots of 

Fire (picture) there’s a scene between Eric Liddell and his sister, Jenny (picture). She’s objecting to Eric’s running in 

the Olympics. She’s telling him it’s not spiritual. They’re standing on the side of Arthur’s Seat in Edinburgh, it’s a 

beautiful scene, and she’s arguing with him about his running. And Eric says, “Jenny, Jenny, don’t fret yourself. God 

made me fast and when I run I feel His pleasure.” What’s he saying? That he literally did his running in order to glorify 

God. He loved the experience of knowing that he was doing what God built him to do for God’s glory.  

  “When I run, I feel His pleasure.” That’s what Paul is exhorting us to do. He’s saying, “When you walk the walk, when 

you live out the Christian life, you’re doing this for a Father who loves you and loves to be pleased with you in your 

seeking to please Him?” Pleasing God is intimately linked to our obedience to the commands in God’s Word.  



  Think about this in Jesus’ life. Do you remember the words God the Father spoke from heaven to Jesus and the 

assembled multitude when Jesus was baptized? “This is My beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.” God the Father 

was expressing His pleasure in His Son and Jesus in the Gospels says that He loves to please His Father – not as 

someone who can’t be pleased.  

  I know this because you let me in on your lives. There are many 

in this room who have relationships with husbands or wives 

or parents or children where it doesn’t matter how hard you try, you can’t 

please them. My friend, if you obey His commands, if you continue on the Christian walk, you’re pleasing the Father. 

“When we faithfully walk in our Christian life, we feel His pleasure.” Children love to please their father. If God is truly 

your Father, then you want to please Him.  

  From this general exhortation to walk and please God, Paul moves on to specific ways we must do this, especially in 

the areas of sexual self-control.  

 

2. God is pleased when His people live sexually pure and holy lives. “For this is the will of God, your 

sanctification: that you abstain from sexual immorality; that each one of you know how to control his own body in 

holiness and honor, not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know God; 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. For God has not called us for impurity, but in holiness. Therefore whoever disregards this, disregards not 

man but God, who gives His Holy Spirit to you.” 

  Before I’ll conduct a couples’ wedding, we have several pre-marital counseling sessions. One session is on sexual 

intimacy. The couple are usually tongue tied when I ask, “Do you know how you spell ‘sex’? After a pregnant pause, I 

answer “F-U-N.”  

  God designed marital intimacy for pleasure. There are three biblical purposes for marital intimacy: procreation, 

unification and recreation. Pre-fall, Adam and Eve were naked and unashamed (Genesis 2:25). The Church has been 

maligned as being anti-sex. It’s not true. Sex was God’s idea. Because of a culture that wants us to find our identity in 

our sex organs rather than Imago Dei, the Church has often countered with big negatives to the neglect of God’s 

positives. In these verses, the Apostle Paul, under the inspiration of the Spirit gives us both positives and negatives.  

  Apparently, some of them had succumbed to the moral standards of their environment. We have the same struggle. 

Sexual sin hasn’t bypassed the Church. Today’s Christian is tempted to assimilate to this world’s immorality. Surveys 

indicate that the sexual lifestyles of those who profess to be born again differ little from unbelievers. The gospel must 

reach into our private lives of sexual ethics. To please God, we must live in sexual purity.  

  This is important! Paul’s mission is not to reform the culture but to encourage Christians to repent and for others to stay 

pure.  

  God’s sex plan is sanctification, not immorality. We live in a world where the worst evil is environmental pollution. 

God begins with bodily pollution.  

  The Greek word is porneia, from which we get the word pornography. It refers to any type of sexual sin and appears 85 

times in the Bible. It covers a variety of sexual sins including premarital sex, adultery, homosexuality, polygamy and 

polyamory. It includes swinging and lust.  

  None is any worse than the other. Anyone who has committed them can be forgiven. God loves all sexual sinners. It’s 

why Jesus went to the cross. He can forgive and change you. No sexual sin, not prostitution, child molestation or 

anything else is beyond God’s grace. Maybe you haven’t slept around or committed a homosexual act. Don’t be proud 

that you haven’t morally transgressed. Lust or sex in the mind is also a sexual sin (Matt. 5:28).  

  To sanctify something is to set it apart from this evil world unto God. Paul repeats the word three times in our text for 

emphasis (vss. 3, 4, & 7). In verse 7, Paul links sanctification with our salvation: “For God has not called us for 

impurity, but in holiness.” God took the initiative to rescue us from judgment by sending His own Son to take the penalty 

that we deserve. But now, having been bought by the precious blood of Jesus, God commands us to be holy, even as He 

is holy (1 Peter 1:14-16).  

  Sanctification is taking what is ordinary and making it special by setting it aside for God’s purposes. One of the best 

examples of this in the Bible is the ministry and service of the Hebrew temple (picture). In the temple were all kinds of 

things that would have been ordinary on the outside, but because they were inside they were special. In the temple were 

knives, forks, spoons, shovels, lamps, plates, and a host of other implements used in the worship of God. If you had 

known someone who was a priest at the temple, you might say to him, “I’m planting my garden tomorrow. Would you 

please bring home a shovel from the temple so I can use it to do my planting?” The priest would respond, “You can’t use 

any of our shovels. They’ve been sanctified. They can only be used for the work of the temple.” That’s how as Christians 



we’re to regard our bodies. They belong to God, and to our spouses, and to no one else. When we misuse them, we drive 

sanctity out of our lives. 

  Sanctification isn’t just an act, it’s an attitude. Our attitude in pursuing holiness is to oppose sin. Scripture describes 

sanctification as a process, a progressive work where our lifestyle becomes more and more pleasing to God, “that you do 

so more and more” (4:1).  

  God’s sex plan is self-control, not out of control passion. “that each one of you know how to control his own body in 

holiness and honor, not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know God.” With the drought “no burn 

notices” are up in most communities. Is fire a bad thing? No, but we all know fire can easily get out of control. The same 

is true with passion. The fire of passion is a wonderful thing within the bond of marriage. Is there anything more 

beautiful than an elderly couple still committed, still in love?  

  Yet, our culture claims that sex is about personal preferences and “what I do with my body is my own business.” What 

do we call the sex act? “Making love.” It’s an act of love. It’s hard to say there is love when there is no commitment. 

Lust is selfish and unrestrained. Love is selfless and controlled.  

  Someone might say, “we’ve been together so long, it’s like we’re married.” It’s not marriage. One of you can walk out 

at any time. Biblical marriage is a covenant before God, not just between two people.  

  The stark language here tells us that one who does not exercise sexual control and won’t break off from their unsaved 

ways of living are not truly a Christian. Those who profess to be Christians but live by the sexual morals of unbelievers 

are showing that they don’t know Christ and are still unregenerate. If someone is truly a believer and living in sexual sin, 

God will take away assurance of salvation as spiritual chastening. The bottom line is that God’s people live differently, 

particularly when it comes to sexuality.   

  Out of control passion is rarely a leap. It’s small steps of indulgence. It’s lingering conversations, flirting, 

rationalization. It’s watching porn.  

  Thomas Macaulay (picture): “The measure of a man’s character is what he would do if he knew he would never be 

found out.” Children of God know that our Heavenly Father does know. Self-control is a fruit of the Spirit. Believers 

have a power within them a pagan doesn’t have and can’t draw on.  

  Soon the Olympics will start in Tokyo. Do you think that any of those athletes got there without discipline and self-

control? If we want to be God’s gold medalists, we must exercise self-control.  

  Perhaps you’re single and you’re thinking, “What about me?” Paul was writing to a church in a sex-saturated society. 

Sex outside of marriage violates God’s command and brings guilt. There’s great fulfillment and purpose for a single 

Christian in pursuing a path that leads to the greatest devotion to Christ and His cause. 1 Corinthians 7 unpacks that for 

us.  

  God’s sex plan is love for others or face His punishment. “that no one transgress and wrong his brother in this 

matter, because the Lord is an avenger in all these things.” Why is sexual sin so serious? There’s a spiritual dimension 

of sexual sin like no other sin. 1 Corinthians 6:16-17, “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.’ But he who is joined to the Lord becomes one 

spirit with him.”  

  Brother means this is a community issue. It’s a human family issue. When I was single and dating, my mentor, Dave 

Cummins, would tell me, “Remember Scott, that’s someone’s sister.” We’re protective of blood.  

  After my Mom was killed, my sister, Suellen, and I would often be left alone by my Dad. Suellen started dating but 

there were no adults at home. I thought one of her boyfriends was treating her badly and he and I got into a fight in our 

living room. He wasn’t going to treat my sister that way.  

  God’s moral laws are like the traffic laws: you can disobey them for a while and perhaps get where you want to go 

faster. But sooner or later, you’ll come around a curve too fast, hit a pole, and suffer the consequences. God’s laws are 

designed by the wise Creator to protect us.  

  You may rationalize it by saying it was by mutual agreement and for mutual pleasure, but you’re deceiving yourself. If 

you have children or grandchildren, your sexual sin hurts them by robbing them of your godly example. It hurts church 

family members by damaging the reputation of Christ in the community.  

  Sexual sin for the believer is serious, “the Lord is an avenger.” As our world thumbs its nose at God’s standards, we’ve 

seen the increase of STDs, AIDS and reproduction issues like never before. John Stott (picture) writes, “God hates 

every kind of human exploitation including what is sometimes called ‘sexploitation.” We must avoid this behavior not 

only because of the temporal consequences but because of eternal ones.   

  God’s sex plan is holiness, not impurity. Sex is to be a holy, beautiful gift from God. It’s why it’s called “holy 

matrimony.” It’s God’s good gift designed to serve the spiritual, emotional and physical bond of a man and woman in 

the holy union of marriage. We care about chastity not because we think sex is dirty but because it’s holy. When it comes 



to sexual purity, our concerns are rooted in God’s creation, redemption and a knowledge of God. God’s will is for us to 

live a holy life and when we do, He is glorified. 

  God’s sex plan is Spirit empowered and doesn’t blow off God. “Therefore whoever disregards this, disregards not 

man but God, who gives His Holy Spirit to you.” To be sexually pure, you must walk by the power of His indwelling 

Holy Spirit. Galatians 5:16, “Walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.” A 24/7 step-by-step 

walk of dependence on the indwelling Holy Spirit is the key to resisting sexual temptation and living in sexual purity. 

The Spirit is a gracious, undeserved gift from God. He gave His Son for you and saved you, and then gave His Spirit to 

live in you. Gratitude for salvation will make you hate your sin and turn from it. 

  The Holy Spirit is holy and dwells in you. If you think about that when you’re tempted to click on that porn site or 

entertain lustful thoughts, it moves you to resist temptation. David Powlison (picture) wrote “The only way you ever sin 

is by suppressing God, by forgetting, by tuning out His voice, switching channels, and listening to other voices.” Our sin 

grieves the Holy Spirit (Eph. 4:30). When you sin against someone who loves you, that person grieves. To sin against the 

Spirit is to grieve the God who gave His Son for you. To sin against Him in sexual sin is to thumb your nose at God.  

 

Conclusion: One of the most persistent lies of our culture is that sexual freedom brings happiness. The media trumpets, 

"Sex brings happiness." If it were true, wouldn’t we live in an earthly paradise and the world would be "Happy Valley”? 

If sex brought happiness as eroticized as our world is, shouldn’t everyone be ecstatic? If sex brings happiness why are 

there so many celebrities who struggle with depression, addiction and even commit suicide? If there’s a key to happiness, 

it isn’t sexual experience. 

  But it’s not just a lost world that’s bought into this lie, often it’s the Church. Statistically, there’s not a lot of difference 

between people inside the church and those outside the church when it comes to biblical morality, even though God’s 

word is very clear about it and it’s high cost.   

  Two true stories. He’s a professing Christian. He’s also a serial adulterer. I counseled his son and wife after his son 

had an affair with their babysitter. Because they ran from their problems instead of repenting and seeking to obey God, 

the marriage disintegrated. Both husband and wife ended up cohabiting with another partner. One adult child has come 

out as gay, the other bi-sexual. While everyone is responsible for their adult choices, I wonder if that story might have 

had a different ending if Grandpa had lived out what he said he believed and honored his marital vows.  

  Let me end with a wonderful story of God’s grace. It’s about my friend, Blake (picture). Blake is the son of a good 

friend of mine, a Bible college roommate. His Dad is in the ministry. Every week I pray for a group of friends who are in 

the ministry. When I know them, I pray for their kids. So over the past year I’ve been praying for Blake. I asked Blake 

for permission to share his story. 

  Though Blake grew up in a pastor’s home, he drifted into severe drug addiction, alcoholism, a host of mental illnesses, 

countless suicide attempts, broken relationships, deep rooted self-hatred, rejection, years of homelessness, severe 

psychosis, prostitution, violence, repeated trouble with the law, self-harm, satanism, sexual identity issues, abandonment, 

health issues, sex addiction, grief, loss, prison time and the list goes on and on. 

  He was completely broken into pieces. He hated God because he thought God wanted him to suffer. He had a run in 

with the law and was in prison for a domestic assault, though he could have been charged with attempted murder. While 

there an inmate slid a book under his cell door, How to be Born Again by Billy Graham. He read it over and over. After 

he had finished it the second time, he surrendered and accepted Christ into his heart.  

  Now he wanted to know God’s will for his life. Through writing, Bible reading, prayer and with a desperate and open 

mind, honesty, a surrendered life and a desire to seek God for answers, his whole life has been completely 

transformed. He’ll be 3 years old on his born-again birthday on August 31st.  

  He writes: “The intimacy I daily experience with God is nothing compared to the temporary high of injecting drugs, 

The elevated and increasing glory level I am experiencing with God is so incredibly indescribable I literally cannot put it 

into words. My mission alone in my life that I will take to my grave is this. Represent Jesus properly, love effectively and 

share the Gospel consistently. Period. God is good. People thought I was too far gone, now I acknowledge the beautiful 

fact that I am too far saved. I am not going back… I still struggle and battle sin in my life every single day. It is not easy, 

but I have victory through Jesus. I am on the winning side, and I know my eternal future. God has a plan for my life, I 

am living it. I am becoming more and more the man God created me to be every day.” 

  God’s grace revolutionized my friend Blake’s life. It can do the same for you. It did that for the Thessalonians.  

  Maybe you’re losing the battle to sexual temptation. Maybe it’s because you’ve never trusted Christ. God loves you, He 

wants to save you and set you free! His plan is the best! Sex is a beautiful gift from God but it must be used the way the 

Creator of it intended!  

  Do you want to be free? Do you want God’s gracious gift of satisfaction? Come to the cross, come to Jesus today! 

 



 

   

   

 

 


