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Finally, brothers, we instructed you how to live in order to please God, as in fact you are living. Now we ask you and urge you in the Lord Jesus to do this more and more. 
For you know what in​structions we gave you by the authority of the Lord Jesus.



It is God’s will that you should be sanctified: that you should avoid sexual immorality; 
that each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honorable, 
not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God; 
and that in this matter no one should wrong his brother or take advantage of him. The Lord will punish men for all such sins, as we have already told you and warned you. 
For God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life.


One of the churches I served, an older church, had a statue of Jesus on the altar.  It was a couple feet high, probably made of plaster, and then painted.  Jesus had His arms extended in welcome.  Similarly, we have a Baby Jesus that we sometimes put out at Christmas time.  It, too, is made of plaster, painted over.  But at Martin Luther’s time, the churches generally had lots of such statues, not always of Jesus, and not always so welcoming.  Many of the statues were of the saints, various believers from the past who were regarded as being especially holy.  At that time prayers were often addressed to those saints, especially to Mary, the mother of Jesus, as if they could help us.  When Luther realized the truth, he began to speak of these statues as painted saints, that is, an object made of plaster or wood, painted to look beautiful, but unable to help us in any way at all.


Paul writes here about us being sanctified, and living a holy life, which is another way of saying that we are to be saints.  A saint is a holy person.  In common religious language, a saint is always a dead believer.  However, in the Bible a saint is always a living believer.  Paul began his letter to the Philippians—the people he had visited right before the Thessa​lonians on his second missionary journey—with the words, “To all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi.” Ph1v1.  Paul was not writing to the cemetery, but to the people who could still hear and perhaps also read his words.


Paul writes, “It is God’s will that you should be sanctified.”  “Sanctified” is one of those big Latin words we are saddled with; it means to be holy or to become holy or to be made holy.  He explains, “Each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honor​able.”  And again, “God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life.”  If we can understand these words of Paul correctly, we can understand and profit from this whole text.  But I suggest that Paul’s words have often been misunderstood, and those who have misunderstood these words have definitely harmed themselves.


One group of people who misunderstand these words of Paul we know very well; we know them as the people who are holier than thou.  They hear Paul’s demand that they be holy and immediately think, Yep, got that one covered.  They think they are already holy, or at least holy enough to measure up to these standards.  After all, they don’t do a select list of bad things, and they do do a select list of good things.  It is a select list, because they are careful about what goes on that list.  They take credit for the things they find easy to do, and ignore the things they find hard to do.  They are, in Luther’s terminology, painted saints.


That means that their holiness is only on the surface.  It is like paint beautifully applied to the outside of a statue.  It can be done so well that it makes the statue almost come alive, almost.  But their holiness goes no deeper, for it is only on the surface.  Their holiness is measured in a few outward things that they think they have right.  Sometimes these outward things are things that God says are important, that is, they are matters covered in the Ten Commandments.  Other times these outward things are matters God does not speak about in the Bible, that is, they are things that some people think are important, but God doesn’t.


Jesus talked to such painted saints, but used a slightly different pic​ture to describe them.  “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness.” Mt23v27,28.  And that is the problem with painted saints, with those who are holier than thou: their “holiness” is only on the outside, painted on, and doesn’t extend into the heart.  And without the heart, all of the outward holiness is worthless.


A second group of people who misunderstand Paul’s words do take them to heart, but they miss his point completely.  They recognize that this life is not all there is, but that there is something afterwards over which God has complete control.  If we are going to enter into what God has prepared, then we must measure up to God’s standards.  And what are God’s stan​dards?  Well, they are just what the apostle Paul says here, namely, holiness.  “It is God’s will that you should be sanctified.”  God’s wants us to be holy.  Therefore, we need to do good, to do what God tells us to do.  And if we do so, and do it enough, then we will measure up to God’s standards.  Martin Luther usually called such people the work-saints, that is, the people who made themselves into saints by their own works.


This is obviously wrong, and yet it can seem to be just what Paul is saying here.  He does talk about us being sanctified.  He does talk about us living a holy life.  He does say, “We instructed you how to live in order to please God, as in fact you are living. Now we ask you and urge you in the Lord Jesus to do this more and more.”  Isn’t that what God wants us to do?  And if we do that, won’t we be blessed by Him?  Won’t we earn His heaven?  The sinful nature within us will always reach this conclusion.  The essence of Islam is really just this: to submit to God’s will.  They know nothing about Jesus the Savior, and the will of God they find described by a false prophet in the Koran.


The apostle Paul wrote thirteen of the twenty-seven books of the New Testament, all letters, and all based for the most part on the same outline.  Some have wanted to think that the letter to the Hebrews was also written by Paul, a fourteenth book.  The main objection to that is that Hebrews doesn’t follow the same pattern established by all of Paul’s other letters.  For example, Paul always begins with his own name, which was the pattern then for letter writing, but Hebrews doesn’t.  Hebrews also has a different outline than do Paul’s letters.


Paul generally follows what can be described as a two-part outline.  The first part of the letter is doctrine, and the second part is application to our lives.  All by itself, that is a clear statement of the fact that doctrine is practical.  What Scripture teaches us about God has direct application to our lives.  The letter to the Romans, for example, carefully goes through Law and Gospel and sanctification in the first eight chapters, and then talks about the doctrine of election for three chapters.  The last five chapters of the letter to the Romans are application to our lives.  Someone who only reads what Paul wrote at the end of his letters will always misunderstand them.  They must be read in the context of the first part of the letter.


That is certainly true here.  1 Thessalonians does not contain a lot of doctrinal statements.  Paul had been among the people he was writing to perhaps only a few weeks before this.  They remembered what he has said.  He repeated only a little of it for them.  He told them what he had heard from others, “They tell how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.” 1Th1v9,10.  He reminds them of the only basis of their faith, the Lord Jesus, crucified and raised again.  Paul writes, “You know that we dealt with each of you as a father deals with his own children, encouraging, comforting and urging you to live lives worthy of God, who calls you into His kingdom and glory. And we also thank God continually because, when you received the Word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the Word of God, which is at work in you who believe.” 1Th2v11-13.

Paul’s words about sanctification and holiness must be understood in the context of his earlier words about Jesus.  The problem with people, the problem with us, is just what Jesus said to the Pharisees: we “are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean.”  We carry death within us.  We are born to die because of our sins.  We are born under the death sen​tence, “The wages of sin is death.”  Therefore, to smear on a layer of paint to cover up our deadness will not work.  Therefore, to strive to improve our​selves, to pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps, will not work.  The only thing that will work is a Savior.


That’s why Paul always talks about Jesus.  He is God.  He is perfect and holy.  He never sinned.  He kept all the laws in our place.  Our guilt was then loaded onto Him, and He was led out to Golgatha to pay for our sins on Good Friday afternoon.  He paid the death sentence for us, and gained full forgiveness for us.  He gives us all that He did for us.  He gives us His per​fection, He gives us forgiveness for our sins.  He establishes us as holy people in God’s sight, as saints, if you will, because of what He has done for us.


So Paul writes to the saints in Thessalonika, those whom Jesus has made saints through His blood shed for them.  Paul writes to these saints that they are to live like saints.  What Jesus has done for them has filled them with gratitude, and they want nothing more than to please God with everything they do.  Paul writes that he has instructed them on what pleases God—basically the Ten Commandments—and urges them to do that more and more.  Jesus’ death for our forgiveness does not at all mean that we can sin all we want.  Quite the contrary.  It means that we are to live as the kind of people Jesus made us.  Out of love for Jesus, we are to lead a holy life.


This kind of life is entirely different from the painted saints and from the work saints.  This kind of holiness comes from the heart, the heart which has been filled with Jesus’ love for us so that it overflows now with love for others.  This kind of holiness cares nothing about impressing other people and certainly isn’t worried about earning God’s favor.  This kind of holiness knows that we already have God’s favor in Jesus, and now wants to live that way to the eternal glory of Jesus.  Amen.
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