
“The Christian’s Alternative Lifestyle” 
1 Thessalonians 4:3-8 

       
I have the power through 
Christ to control myself.  

 
“For the grace of God has 

appeared that offers salvation 
to all people. It teaches us to 
say ‘No’ to ungodliness and 
worldly passions, and to live 
self-controlled, upright and 
godly lives in this present 
age, while we wait for the 
blessed hope—the appear-

ing of the glory of our great 
God and Savior, Jesus 

Christ.”  



Read 1 Thessalonians 4:3-8 

3 It is God’s will that you should be sanctified: that 

you should avoid sexual immorality; 4 that each of you 

should learn to control your own body in a way that is 

holy and honorable, 5 not in passionate lust like the pa-

gans, who do not know God; 6 and that in this matter no 

one should wrong or take advantage of a brother or sis-

ter. The Lord will punish all those who commit such 

sins, as we told you and warned you before. 7 For God did 

not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life. 8 Therefore, 

anyone who rejects this instruction does not reject a hu-

man being but God, the very God who gives you his Holy 

Spirit. 

 

Read in another translation 

3 For this is the will of God, your sanctification; that 

is, that you abstain from sexual immorality; 4 that each of 

you know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification 

and honor, 5 not in lustful passion, like the Gentiles 

who do not know God; 6 and that no one violate the rights 

and take advantage of his brother or sister in the matter, 

because the Lord is the avenger in all these things, just as 

we also told you previously and solemnly warned you. 7 

For God has not called us for impurity, but in sanctifica-

tion. 8 Therefore, the one who rejects this is not rejecting 

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

(NASB) 

After reading the text, practice your Observation 
skills by noting the following: 

• Underline “God’s will” in v. 3. 

• Circle “be sanctified” in v. 3. 

• Underline “that” in vv. 3, 4, 6.  

• Circle “sexual immorality” in v. 3. 

• Circle “control” in v. 4. 

• Circle “body” in v. 4. 

• Circle “holy,” and “honorable” in v. 4. 

• Circle “passionate lust” in v. 5. 

• Circle “pagans” in v. 5. 

• Bracket “in this matter” in v. 6. 

• Underline “wrong or take advantage of” in v. 6. 

• Circle “punish” in v. 6. 

• Box “but” indicating contrast in vv. 7, 8. 

• Box “Therefore” indicating result in v. 8. 

• Bracket “does not reject a human being but God” 
in v. 8. 

 
What one word would you use to describe the TONE 

of this passage? (i.e., stern, joyful, cautious, etc.) 

 

 

What word or idea stands out to you in this passage? 

 

 

?  

 

 

Try to summarize the THEME of this passage in one 

word. If you were going to describe these verses, you 

might say, “This text is about ________________.” 



1. When we talk about the will of God, what are we talking about? Define “God’s will.”   

  

 

2. Likewise, define “sanctification.” 

 

 

 

3. The term translated “control” can be translated differently. How so? 

 

 

4. The term that literally means “vessel,” translated “body” can also be translated differently. How so? 

 

 

5. Different translations give rise to two different interpretations of verse 4. Identify them.  

 

 

 

6. In verse 5, “not” (rather than “but”) introduces a contrast. Explain it.  

 

 

 

7. Does verse 6 apply to sex between two unmarried consenting heterosexual adults? What do you think and why do 
you think it? 

 

 

8. Regarding the punishment mentioned in verse 6, do you think it occurs in this life or in the next? Explain why 
you think so. 

 

 

 

9. Why would Paul refer to the giving of the Holy Spirit (v. 8) to make his point?   

  

 

 

10. Discussion: Is living by the sexual ethic described by Paul easier for us than the Thessalonians? After all, we 
don’t live in an idolatrous society in which worship involves sexual immorality. Talk about it.    



Paul transitions to “other matters” in chapter 4 of 
his letter to the Thessalonians. He will go on to 
“supply what is lacking in their faith” (3:10). The first 
thing they lack is a clear understanding that their sanc-
tification, which was God’s will (v. 3), required that 
they “avoid sexual immorality” (vv. 3-8). Simply put, 
God’s will is what he wants for them and what he 
wants from them. In this case, sanctification is what he 
wants for them, and avoiding sexual immorality is what 
he wants from them. By turning “from idols to serve 
the living and true God” (1:9), they naturally avoid the 
sexual immorality associated with their former wor-
ship. However, they are still culturally surrounded by 
sexual behavior prohibited by God. Regarding sexual 
ethics in the surrounding society, one commentator 
writes: “The Gentile members of the Thessalonian 
church would have found it difficult to understand 
how their conversion to the living God necessitated 
abandoning those pleasures that their previous reli-
gious alliances had approved or ignored. Moreover, 
the social norms of the day permitted those practices 
that the Christian ethic prohibited. For example, it was 
socially acceptable for young men to have sexual rela-
tionships before marriage . . . In Greek society, a man 
who owned female slaves could use his ‘human prop-
erty’ to satisfy his sexual desires, while prostitutes 
were at the service of any man . . . At times a voice 
arose against sexual relationships outside of marriage, 
but in such cases the concern was only that illegitimate 
children might be sired in such liaisons who would 
then be the cause of shame” (Gene L. Green, The Letters 
to the Thessalonians, PNTC,187-88). That said, some 
commentators infer Paul is addressing this issue be-
cause certain members of the church are somehow 
someway presently engaged in sexual immorality (see 
Green, 187); others argue, he is simply addressing it 
because it remains an ongoing threat to their holiness 
and consequently, they need “to receive continual re-
minders concerning what God expected in the way of 
sexual morality” (Gary S. Shogren, 1 and 2 Thessaloni-
ans, vol. 13, ZECNT, 158). 

Verse 4 is particularly difficult to interpret because 
two key words in the verse can each be translated in 
two different ways. A literal translation of the relevant 
clause in verse 4 reads, “that each of you know how 
to possess his own vessel in sanctification 
and honor” (NASB). The verb translated “possess” can 
also be translated “live with” (GNT), “control” (NIV) 
or “acquire” (NCB), and the noun translated “vessel” 
can also be translated “body” (NIV) or “wife” (GNT). 
Some translations pair “control” and “body.” For ex-
ample, “that each one of you know how to control his 

own body” (ESV, NIV).  Other translations pair “live 
with” or “acquire” with “wife.” For example, “Each of 
you should know how to live with your wife” (GNT, 
NIV margin) and “that each of you know how to ac-
quire a wife for himself” (NABRE, NIV margin). Inter-
preters are divided in their interpretations because 
they weigh the evidence for each one. The fact that the 
linguistic evidence in favor of one or another of these 
interpretations is ambiguous, at best, makes for uncer-
tainty. Nevertheless, one concludes: “A wholesome 
marriage was thus Paul’s antidote for ‘sexual immoral-
ity” (Robert L. Thomas, “1 Thessalonians,” in The Ex-
positor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 11, 271). Another con-
cludes differently: “The best interpretation . . . is that 
all Christians, men and women, should know how to main-
tain control of their bodies in a way that pleases God in sex-
ual holiness” (Shogren, 161). “Where Christian teaching 
concerning the problem of sexual immorality arises, 
the common call is to abstinence and self-control (Acts 
15.20, 29; 21.25; 1 Cor. 6:12-20; Eph. 5.3; Col. 3.5)”  
(Green, 193). Therefore, I incline to the latter interpre-
tation reflected in the NIV. The “holy and honorable” 
self-control God desires from his children stands in 
stark contrast to the “passionate lust” so characteristic 
of pagans who do not know him.     

Verse 6 is also difficult to interpret because the 
word translated “take advantage of” is translated 
“defraud” in some translations (NKJV, HCSB; cf. 
“cheat,” TLB), making it sound like “this matter” (v. 6) 
pertains to business rather than sex. But that is unlike-
ly given the context. Verses 3-5 are about sexual im-
morality, and verse 7 is about sexual impurity. “Paul is 
not likely talking about sex, then changing to some 
other theme, and then switching back to sex 
again” (Shogren, 165). “Exploit” might be a good 
translation in this context, given that sexual 
“transgression” frequently involves the exploitation of 
a vulnerable partner. The reference to “a brother or 
sister” may suggest that Paul has a particular incident 
in the church in mind, reported to him by Timothy—
perhaps an incident involving adultery with another 
man’s wife or a sexual encounter with a household 
slave (see Gordon D. Fee, The First and Second Letters to 
the Thessalonians, NICNT, 150-51). His instructions 
concerning the sexual exploitation of others comes 
with the reiteration of a previous warning: “The Lord 
will punish all those who commit such sins” (v. 7). 

Verse 8 contains Paul’s conclusion. To reject his 
instructions regarding sexual immorality amounts to a 
rejection not of a human being, namely, Paul, but a 
rejection of God who gives them and gives the Holy 
Spirit to enable his children to obey them.  



v. 3 God’s will    Cf. 4:1. The “will of 
God” (NASB) is that which God desires i.e., living in a 
way that pleases him. 

v. 3 be sanctified    “The term used to reflect 
on their ‘sanctification’ is not the same as in 3.13, which 
focuses on the state rather than the process of sanctifica-
tion (see comments). Here ‘sanctification’ (hagiasmos; cf. 
vv. 4, 7; Rom. 6.19, 22; 1 Cor. 1.30; 2 Thess. 2.13; Heb. 
12.14; 1 Pet. 1.2) means the process of sanctification that 
began in their conversion and that is made a living real-
ity in their lives through the power of the Holy Spirit (v. 
8; 2 Thess. 2:13; 1 Pet. 1.2)” (Gene L. Green, The Letters to 
the Thessalonians, PNTC, 190, italics added).  

vv. 3, 4, 6 that    “In this context three 
aspects of sanctification are highlighted: one who is 
sanctified ‘should avoid sexual immorality’ (v. 3), 
should know how ‘to control his own body’ (vv. 4-5), 
and should not ‘wrong his brother or take advantage of 
him’ (v. 6)” (D. Michael Martin, 1, 2 Thessalonians, NAC, 
123).  

v. 3 sexual immorality  Cf. Ac 15:20, 29. “The 
word ‘immorality’ (porneia) was used frequently in 
Judeo-Christian literature where it could refer to pre-
marital or extramarital intercourse, prostitution incest, 
and any other type of sexual impropriety. Used meta-
phorically it could refer to the practice of idola-
try” (Martin, 123). “Far from prohibiting sexual immo-
rality, the cults of Dionysus, Aphrodite, Osiris and Isis, 
the Cabirus, and Priapas promoted sexual license”  
(Green 187). What was considered immoral in Jewish 
and Christian communities was not considered immor-
al among pagan Gentiles . . .  “one of whose philoso-
phers could say as a matter of course, ‘Mistresses we 
keep for the sake of pleasure, concubines for the daily 
care of our persons, but wives to bear us legitimate chil-
dren’” (Gordon D. Fee, The First and Second Letters to the 
Thessalonians, NICNT, 143).  

v. 4 control     The verb translated to 
control (ktasthai) in classical Greek ranged in meaning 
from being proficient in something, such as music or 
poetry, to exercising lordship over slaves. The mastery 
one has over something is communicated by this word, 
making possible the translation to control . . . On the 
other hand, the word may convey the sense of ‘to pro-
cure’ or ‘to acquire’ (i.e., ‘to get control’)” (Green, 191). 

v. 4 body      “The noun translated 
body in the NIV (skeuos) was understood as any type of 
instrument that one could use to accomplish some 
work, including both furniture and implements. It 
could mean ‘vessel’ or, metaphorically, the human body   

or the human person. But the literature of the era also 
shows us that ‘vessel’ could refer metaphorically to a 
man’s wife” (Green, 192). 

v. 4 holy and honorable    “The body is the 
temple of the Holy Spirit and is not meant for union 
with prostitutes or for any other type of sexual immoral-
ity (cf. 1 Cor 6:12-20) . . . The use of the body (a body 
created by God) for immoral purposes both degrades 
the person and dishonors the Creator” (Martin, 127). 

v. 5 passionate lust     Lit., “passions of 
lust;” i.e., “desires that are lustful. ”This is erotic 
‘passion’ that Paul elsewhere warns against (Rom. 1.24; 
Col. 3.5) and is spoken about in other literature of the 
era. This passion is the fruit of ‘desire’ (epithymias) . . . 
Most frequently in the NT, the ‘desires’ spoken of are 
those that are sinful” (Green, 194). 

v. 6 in this matter     “Most commenta-
tors argue that ‘in this matter’ (en tō pragmati) refers back 
to the discussion of sexual morals in the preceding vers-
es. But some are convinced that pragmati in conjunction 
with ‘take advantage’ (pleonektein) refers to business 
practices, not sexual behavior” (Martin, 128). Both inter-
pretations are possible; the first is more probable (see 
Martin, 129). 

v. 6 wrong, take advantage of  “The first verb, 
‘wrong,’ connotes an offense against a law (and the God 
who gave it; cf. v. 8). The second verb, ‘take advantage 
of,’ highlights an offense against a person” (Martin, 128). 

v. 6 punish       Cf. “The Lord is 
the avenger in all these cases” (NET, NASB); “the Lord is 
an avenger” (ESV); “for the Lord avenges all such 
sins” (NLT). “The Lord is the Lord Jesus in his judicial 
capacity, who is here called an ‘avenger’ (ekdikos) or one 
who chastises those who do evil, executing the judicial 
decision” (Green, 197). 

v. 8 does not reject . . .     “Green argues on 
the basis of this verse that some men of the community 
were still living a lifestyle of pagan sexuality, and that 
someone was denigrating the apostolic teaching as being 
merely ‘from a man.’ However, there is little evidence in 
the text that Paul is doing anything more than remind-
ing the Thessalonians of a teaching that in the Gentile 
world was particularly out of the ordinary” (Gary S. 
Shogren, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, vol. 13, ZECNT, 167).   



           

God wants you to be sanctified, which requires that you avoid sexual immorality, learn  
to control your own body, and not exploit a brother or sister sexually. 

 

 

(Rewrite the Central Message above to personally apply to your own life) 

The “Living Questions” are simple questions we may ask of any text in order to apply the Bible to our life. An-
swer the questions below as personally as you can.  

1. What does this passage teach me about God? 

 

 

 

 

2. What does this passage teach me about myself? 

 

 

 

 

3. What does this passage lead me to do? 

 

 

 

 



   

Earn 1 KidPIX Token by completing the 
CENTRALKids Bible Study on this page 
and another token by memorizing and 
reciting the memory verse for this week. 
Questions: kids@wearecentral.org 

______ I completed my Bible Study 

______ I memorized this week’s verse 

______ I brought my Bible to church 

______ I brought a friend 

 

Why does it feel easier to engage in a conversation about quantum physics or fiat currency than physical purity 

with our kids? Let’s face it, The Talk is weird, and everyone is uncomfortable. But God gave you the privilege of rais-

ing these kids. With this privilege comes the responsibility of leading them along the God-honoring path of purity. As 

parents it’s vital that we set ourselves up as the functional experts, or the person our kids go to with questions, espe-

cially when it comes to this important topic. Sometimes we don’t know exactly what to say and we may choose to not 

say anything at all. It doesn’t do your child any favors to shelter them completely because I promise, by third grade 

they’ve heard it. So rather than allow their friends on the playground to fill their heads with incorrect information, 

take today as an opportunity to share what God has to say about sanctification and holiness when it comes to purity. 

After all, He created marital intimacy, so let’s teach our kids what He has to say about it. As you study this week’s 

passage together, answer your child’s questions with as much honesty as you can in an age-appropriate way. Discuss 

God’s design and your hope for how they treat their bodies. Share with them the blessing their future holds as they 

cling to this biblical view. The more you speak honestly about this subject, the easier and more comfortable it will be 

to engage in quality conversations as your child gets older. Don’t forget to throw in a little humor to lighten the mood. 

You can do this! 

I take charge of myself with Jesus’ help. 

 

“But just as He who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do.“ 

 

Read 1 Thessalonians 4:3-8  

1.What is God’s will for us? 

2. What type of life does God 
calls us to live? 

3. When we reject these good 
instructions who are we reject-
ing? 

How can we be sanctified 
(drawn closer to God) with our 
bodies?  

Play freeze dance with your 
family. While the music plays 
everyone dances and moves. 
When the music stops everyone 
freezes and is absolutely still. 
Use this time to repeat the 
memory verse or core compe-
tency.  



Tom Bulick (M.A. in Educational 
Leadership, Eastern Michigan Uni-
versity, Th.M. in Old Testament, 
and Ph.D. in Bible Exposition, Dal-
las Theological Seminary). For 
more than forty years, Tom has 
served as pastor, faculty member, 
and administrator. Tom was Vice 
President for Student Life and 
Associate Professor of Religious 
Studies at Trinity Western Univer-
sity (Vancouver, B.C.) from 1986 to 
1998 and Spiritual Formation Pas-
tor at Central Bible Church 
(Arlington, TX) from 1998 to 2022. 
He and his wife Ruth have one son, 
Zach. 
 
Stephanie Thomas (B.B.A Univer-
sity of Texas at Arlington). Stepha-
nie is married to James and they 
have four children: Elijah, Levi, 
Ella and Simon. Stephanie has 
attended Central Bible Church for 
more than 20 years, has been on 
staff since 2014, and now serves as 
Children’s Minister. 

  

Authority of the Bible (2 Timothy 3:16-17) 
I believe the Bible is the Word of God and has 
the right to command my belief and action. 
Church (Ephesians 4:15-16) 
I believe the church is God's primary way to 
accomplish His purposes on earth today. 
Eternity (John 14:1-4) 
I believe there is a heaven and a hell and that 
Jesus Christ is returning to judge the earth and 
to establish His eternal kingdom. 
The Holy Spirit (Romans 8:9) 
I believe the Holy Spirit convicts, calls,  
converts and changes me as a child of God. 
Humanity (John 3:16) 
I believe all people are loved by God and need 
Jesus Christ as their Savior. 
Identity in Christ (John 1:12) 
I believe I am significant because of my 
position as a child of God. 
Jesus Christ (Hebrews 1:1-4) 
I believe Jesus Christ is the Son of God who 
became man, died for sinners and rose from the 
dead. 
Life Purpose (Acts 20:24) 
I believe I am a steward of God’s resources and 
have been redeemed to participate in His King-
dom purposes for His glory. 
Personal God (Psalm 121:1-2) 
I believe God is involved in and cares about my 
daily life. 
Salvation by Grace (Ephesians 2:8-9) 
I believe a person comes into a right relation-
ship with God by His grace, through faith in 
Jesus Christ. 

  

 
  

Love (1 John 4:10-12) 
I sacrificially and unconditionally love and 
forgive others. 
Joy (John 15:11) 
I have inner contentment and purpose in spite 
of my circumstances. 
Peace (Philippians 4:6-7) 
I am free from anxiety because things are right 
between God, myself and others. 
Patience (Proverbs 14:29) 
I take a long time to overheat and endure pa-
tiently under the unavoidable pressures of life. 
Kindness/Goodness  
I choose to do the right things in my relation-
ships with others 

Faithfulness (Proverbs 3:3-4) 
I have established a good name with God and 
with others based on my long-term loyalty to 
those relationships. 
Gentleness (Philippians 4:5) 
I am thoughtful, considerate and calm in 
dealing with others. 
Self-Control (Titus 2:11-13) 
I have the power, through Christ, to control 
myself. 
Grace (Colossians 3:13) 
I demonstrate forgiveness, mercy and gener-
osity to others, even when they have offended 
me. 
Hope (1 Peter 1:3-5) 
I have a growing anticipation of God’s prom-
ises and my secure eternity with Him. 
Humility (Philippians 2:3-4) 
I choose to esteem others above myself. 

  

Bible Study (Hebrews 4:12) 
I study the Bible to know God, the truth, and 
to find direction for my daily life. 
Biblical Community (Acts 2:44-47) 
I fellowship with other Christians to accom-
plish God's purposes in my life, others' lives, 
and in the world. 
Compassion (Psalm 82:3-4) 
I seek to serve the last, the least and the lost 
in my community. 
Disciple-Making (2 Timothy 2:2) 
I multiply godly beliefs, virtues and practices 
in others to encourage their spiritual growth 
in Christ.  
Evangelism (Acts 1:8) 
I share Jesus with others through personal 
proclamation and demonstration of the   
gospel. 
Generosity (2 Corinthians 9:6-11) 
I gladly give my resources to fulfill God’s 
purposes.  
Prayer (Psalm 66:16-20) 
I pray to God to know Him, to lay my request 
before Him and to find direction for my daily 
life. 
Single-Mindedness (Matthew 6:33) 
I focus on God and His priorities for my life. 
Spiritual Gifts (Romans 12:4-6) 
I know and use my spiritual gifts to accom-
plish God's purposes. 
Worship (Psalm 95:1-7) 
I worship God for who He is and what He has 
done for me. 
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