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Go ahead and grab your Bible.  We are in 1 Thessalonians 4 today as we continue our 
walk through this book, and a series I’ve titled Flipped. 
… 
So 1st Thessalonians is a letter Paul wrote to a young church just 20 years after Jesus 
came back from the dead.  And this is the first letter written in the New Testament, so it 
gives a picture of what it was like to follow Jesus at the very beginning. 
 
And in this letter Paul argues that the world is upside-down – everything at the root of 
culture leads to death and destruction, and it is into this world that Jesus came to flip us 
right side up and lead us to the abundant life He created us for. 
 
And today we begin the second half of the letter where Paul gets into the details. If you  
know Paul you know everything he writes is like this.  The first half is theology and then 
he moves to practical examples of how it plays out. 
 
And in Thessalonians Paul digs into three broken aspects of culture that Jesus wants to 
flip right-side up in our lives – how we interact with sexuality, work and death.  And we 
are going to cover each of these topics over the next three weeks. 
… 
Now let me briefly set the historical context for you.  2000 years ago Rome is at its 
climax of power.  It has essentially conquered the known world and built a wealthy and 
sophisticated culture on top of the ruins of the Mediterranean cost.  And there were all 
sorts of brilliant aspects to Rome that were fresh and invigorating. 
 
So the medical system in Rome is as advanced as it has ever been.  Doctors were 
working to understand human anatomy in a way that had never been done before.   And 
the political world was equally advancing with several aspects of democracy already 
budding within it.  The arts were vibrant and celebrated.  Education and understanding 
were flourishing and with them technological and engineering feats were prolific.   
 
But not all was good in Rome.  At its core Rome was infected with a moral cancer.  And 
like happens to every culture that gives itself to promiscuity, greed and corruption Rome 
was already beginning to crumble.   
 
Let’s do some discussion.  Go ahead and turn back around to the people you were 
facing at the beginning.  There are three questions on the screen: 

1.) What is your name? 
2.) Do you have a favorite time-period in human history to study or watch movies 

about?  Why does it interest you? 
3.) What kinds of things lead to the growth and demise of a culture?  Do you see any 

of these things budding in North America? 
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If you’ve got your Bible ready would you stand with me as we read 1 Thessalonians 4 
starting in verse 1.  Hear now the word of the Lord. 
 
[Read 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8] 
 
This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated. 
 
So the world is upside-down; from poverty to pandemics, racism to riots and all the 
women who have been abused and finally have a voice; “Me too.”  Everyone knows the 
world is broken, but not everyone realizes God wants to flip it right-side up.  After all 
why?  Why does He care?  Why does He want us to live right-side up lives? 
 
A lot of people think the Bible is full of arbitrary moral rules God just made up for kicks.  
But it’s way more than that.  The right-side up life that God calls us to is a call to come 
in line with the very fabric of the universe.  Here’s what I mean. 
 
God has designed the world in such a way that what He wants from us is what is best 
for us.   
 
So God created humanity in order to increase His glory.  This was God’s motivation.  
Prior to creation He was an infinitely great and glorious being who existed in perfect 
harmony and community with Himself – Father, Son and Spirit.  He wasn’t lonely.  He 
wasn’t bored.  He was perfectly content and happy.  And from this position He decided 
He wanted to increase His glory.  But how does an infinitely glorious being increase His 
glory?  The only way is by inviting other beings to center their lives around Him and 
enjoy His glory. 
 
So when you and I live our lives for God’s glory – when we acknowledge Him as God 
and center our lives around Him – this increases His infinite glory because we are giving 
Him praise and glory – and this is why we exist. 
 
But God isn’t just glorious, He is good.  And so He has designed the universe such that 
when His creation does what He created it to do, when we live like He created us to live, 
we find our greatest joy and happiness because God is our good.  So He’s created a 
symbiotic relationship – what is good for Him is good for us. 
 
And so in verses 1 and 2 Paul says “We’ve taught you how to live in order to please 
God, and we urge you, in the Lord Jesus to do this more and more.”  And Paul says this 
because what pleases God is also what is good for us. 
… 
And then in the rest of chapters 4 and 5 he unpacks three specific ways that we can 
attain God’s glory and our good.  He speaks to the way we view sexuality, work and 
death.   
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We are going to look at sexuality today.  It starts in verse 3.  Paul says: “It is God’s will” 
(do you want to know what God wants from you?  Here it is): “It’s God’s will that you 
should be sanctified: that is you should avoid sexual immorality.” 
 
So God’s will isn’t that you get a particular job or go to a specific school or marry a 
specific person or live in a particular city.  God’s will is that you be sanctified.  And 
“sanctified” means to be set apart or declared holy to Christ.  And we sanctify ourselves 
when we give every aspect of our lives to Christ – not just our beliefs, but our bodies.  
Romans talks about this where it says: 

And so, dear brothers and sisters, I plead with you to give your bodies to God because of 

all He has done for you. Let them be a living and holy sacrifice—the kind He will find 

acceptable. (Romans 12:1) 
 
This is God’s will for you.  And so in 1st Thessalonians 4 Paul says one major way we 
give our bodies to God is by avoiding sexual immorality.   
 
Now the word translated “immorality” comes from a Greek word you already know.  You 
didn’t know you spoke Greek?  It turns out you do.  Here it is:  It’s the word porneia.   
 
And porneia is a general term that refers to any and every kind of sexuality outside of 
marriage.  So two people acting as if they are married when they aren’t – touching, 
sexting, sleeping together in the way God designed only for a man and a woman who 
are married to each other to do.  And Paul says if you want to live a right-side up life 
that pleases God and is good for you then avoid porneia.   
… 
Now boring – right?  Like is this another sermon about prudish religion and how sex is 
bad?  I’ll let you decide that in a minute, but I don’t think so.  You see Paul’s path to 
avoid sexual immorality walks a carefully crafted line between the world’s immoral 
fixation on sex and some kind of disgust or fear of it.  Both these positions exist. 
 
But between these two ditches Paul says something radical.  He says sex, when done 
right, can make you look like Jesus.1  Now that’s not something you probably heard in 
Sunday school – is it?  But this is what the Bible says. 
… 
Let me unpack this.  So first, sex is good.  Notice Paul doesn’t say “avoid sex.”  He says 
avoid immorality.  That’s not the same thing. 
 
So the first ditch Paul warns against is the over-fixation on sex.  Sex is powerful, but it 
isn’t supposed to be worshipped.  And yet this is what people have done since the dawn 
of time. 
 
So if you look way back there is a long line of fertility cults that used sex as a part of 
worship.  And these date back to the very beginning of written history. 
 

 
1 Outline and some content adapted from Tim Keller’s Sermon https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/sex-6448/ 
(Accessed July 15, 2020) 

https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/sex-6448/
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So, “have sex with one of Baal’s temple prostitutes and get him to send rain.”  This is 
essentially worshipping sex.  And this was central to Canaanite culture 4000 years ago.   
 
Now temple prostitution has gone out of style today, but our culture isn’t any different.  
Sex is everywhere.  Sex sells everything.  And it captures our imagination.  So sex is at 
the center of North American culture just the way it was in Canaan.   
 
If you don’t believe me just spend 5 minutes in the Superstore checkout.  Every 
magazine on the rack will tell you who is having sex with who and give you 50 
Kamasutra secrets you can master to give you power over all your relationships.  Sex is 
hyper sensationalized in our culture.   
 
And the church has reacted against this, and as often happens with reactions, parts of 
the church went to the other extreme.  They viewed sex with suspicion and prudish 
disgust – sex is icky, let’s not talk about it.  But this is sin just like immorality.  It’s just 
the other ditch.  Neither of these positions take seriously what God says. 
… 
So the Bible talks a lot about sex – there’s a whole book about erotic sex in the Old 
Testament that could make James Bond blush, and then there’s sex all over the Bible.  
But the Bible constantly steers between the two extremes.  On one hand it says sex 
isn’t the center of the universe, but it also denies sex is a dirty secret to be ashamed of.   
 
Instead, between these two ditches, the picture it paints is that sex is a good thing 
capable of pointing us to God’s glory and our joy.  But only when it happens in the right 
context.  Sex is good.  And the context God designed sex for is marriage.   
… 
Now we get this in verse 4.  But the NIV doesn’t help us much here.  It translates this 
verse saying: “each of you should learn to control your own body.”  The problem is that 
the Greek here is a little complicated, and so you will see a footnote on this verse that 
gives a very different reading.  And the RSV translation brings this out in a way that is 
helpful.  In the RSV verses 3 and 4 read: 

For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from unchastity; that each 

one of you know how to take a wife for himself in holiness and honor (1 Thessalonians 

4:3-4 RSV) 
 
Now notice how this primarily addresses men.  They were the ones who were 
propagating most of the abuse and immorality in the first century.  And honestly not 
much has changed.  And into that context the reason this translation works is that it 
shows the path from immorality to holiness with it comes to sexuality.  It says marriage 
is the place where sex works. 
… 
Now this is about as counter-cultural a statement as you can make right now.  Culture 
thinks “does anyone believe that anymore?  How narrow minded.”  In our world 
restricting sex to marriage is prudish.   
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And we celebrate the opposite.  Indeed every kind of sexual deviation is celebrated right 
now.  If you can imagine it then there is a feature about it on CBC and a parade about it 
marching around town.  And anyone who speaks against this is seen as bigoted and 
prudish.   
 
But the Bible isn’t prudish.  It talks a ton about sex.  So God isn’t prudish.  He isn’t afraid 
of sex.  He made sex.  He loves sex.  He just says there is a right context for it.  And He 
argues that He would know.  And it’s not just because He says so. 
 
So get this: the reason God says sex isn’t for dating people or engaged people or non-
married people of any kind is that so called sexual liberty actually enslaves us when we 
give in to it.  Sin traps people.  Jesus says it like this: 

  I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave of sin. (John 8:34) 

 
And this is why the Bible says sex out of context is bad.  God doesn’t want us to be 
enslaved by sin because slavery is bad.  He didn’t design us for slavery.  He wants true 
freedom for us.  He wants His glory and our good. 
… 
Just one quick word on what slavery to sex looks like.  The reality is loose sex has 
always been bad for people and particularly women.  So in 1st century Rome loose sex 
was the norm and what this meant was a man would get married, and his wife’s job was 
to be respectful, bring money into the relationship, and provide an heir.  For other things 
men had mistresses.  
 
Now of course a mistress was a sexual relationship, but it wasn’t just that.  A mistress 
was for having an intellectual affair with.  She was someone you could talk to who 
understood you.  Of course your wife couldn’t be expected to do that.   
 
And then if you are just talking about sex that was the role for concubines – just sex no 
strings.  And so most men would have three or four sexual partners none of whom he 
had any responsibility to.  And people got stuck in this and it tore them apart. 
… 
Now women obviously got the short end of the stick there.  But the irony is that these 
kinds of relationships aren’t good for men either.  Men in these situations did have more 
sex, at least to start with.  But you can’t have both multiple partners and an emotionally 
and sexually fulfilling committed relationship – you can’t have both.  And when you 
weight it out long term the latter is more valuable than the former.   
… 
But aren’t thins a little different now.  We’re advanced, things are way more equal.  So 
isn’t it fine to just have a little sex on the side?  
 
Culture preaches this, but it’s a tough case to argue for.  Loose sex still gives less not 
more to both men and women.  It results in loneliness long term.  Just imagine dying 
alone as a divorced senior who has had limited access to family for decades.  That’s 
sad, and that’s incredibly normal in the world we live in. 
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On top of this women still get the short end of the stick today.  Kids are a blessing, but 
in divorce moms almost always end up with the kids and this severely limits their 
employment options.  And as a result they and their kids experience more poverty than 
other kids.   
 
And then this crazy thing happens.  Did you know that there are strong correlations 
between poverty and having children outside of marriage?  And so the result becomes 
cyclical and systemic.  Promiscuity, loneliness, poverty, rinse, repeat.   
… 
Now everyone knows of an exception to this norm, or an example of someone who 
ended up being a single parent when there was no promiscuity in the picture, but that’s 
not the point.  The point is this isn’t what God wants.  God wants the best for us 
because our good is His glory.  When we live the life He designed us to live the result is 
good for us and glory for Him.  And so if you love Jesus and want to please Him then 
trust God: sex is best in marriage.   
… 
Now, caveat: Yes there is exciting sex outside marriage, but God knows it isn’t good sex 
because He knows sex isn’t just something we do – like chew bubble gum – sex is 
connected to who we are.  So in 1st Corinthians we read: 

Run from sexual sin! No other sin so clearly affects the body as this one does. For sexual 

immorality is a sin against your own body.  Don’t you realize that your body is the temple 

of the Holy Spirit, who lives in you and was given to you by God?... so honour God with 

your body. (1 Corinthians 6:18-20) 
 
God’s glory and our good.  You see we are the temple of the Holy Spirit, and so what 
we do with our body affects our ability to do what we were designed for.   
… 
So sex is good – it’s great – in the proper context - marriage.  And in this context it can 
serve an incredible purpose.   
… 
Now here’s the radical part to this: sex isn’t just good within marriage, it is actually a 
sanctifying tool – sex done right can make you more like Jesus!  How’s that for 
awesome! 
… 
So verse 3 says “It is God’s will that you should be sanctified.”  Sanctified means holy, 
set apart for God; growing in Christlikeness, looking more and more like Jesus.  But 
Paul’s talking about sex, so his point is do sex right in order to look like Jesus! 
 
So married people, do you want to look like Jesus?  Then have more sex.  Have crazy 
awesome sex.  Have way more sex!  And unmarried people, do you want to look more 
like Jesus?  Get married.  Sex in marriage can make you more like Jesus. 
 
Here’s how this works: godly sex in marriage is about serving your spouse.  It’s about 
building them up and bringing them pleasure.  And so sex is a great way to grow in 
Christlikeness because Jesus is all about laying down His life to serve the other.  And 
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guess what, when you give yourself to serving someone else in this way it turns out 
good for you.  God’s glory, your good – no details at this point. 
… 
Now let me take a slightly different angle.  Imagine a scenario where the world is telling 
your spouse “you are ugly.”  Isn’t that a message that gets screamed on social media 
and in every fashion magazine?  Aren’t women particularly vulnerable to that?  But then 
imagine you turn around and tell your spouse “You are beautiful.”  Ephesians says 
“Husbands love your wives like Christ loves the church.”  So your words, and sexual 
service have the power to flip your spouse right-side up.  You can breath fresh life into 
them like Jesus breaths into the church.  This is the design. 
… 
So sex is good.  And in it’s proper context it has a powerful purpose.  Sex is a 
sanctifying tool that can help us grow in Christlikeness.   
… 
Now one quick word to single people.  Marriage isn’t the only way to grow in 
Christlikeness.  And in spite of what the world is yelling, sex isn’t like air – you can live 
an awesome, fulfilled and God-glorifying life without it.  It’s not bad to be single.  In fact 
Paul chose to stay single because he saw aspects to it that were even better than 
married life.  So consider that.  But if your pants are on fire then by all means pursue a 
spouse and get married. 
… 
So the world is upside-down.  And one of the main ways it’s upside-down is sexual.  
Every day dozens of people are crying out against the sexual injustices they have 
experienced – most of them are women.  And the world is attacking their predators 
which is good, but it has no answer for how to fix the problem.  But there is an answer – 
God’s answer.   
 
He made this place and He gave sex to us as an awesome gift – it’s good, when used 
within the context He has set for it.  And when it is used there it has the capacity to 
become a powerful tool in our sanctification.  And this is God’s will for us – His glory and 
our good. 


