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SANCTIFICATION & SEXUAL MORALITY
Song of Solomon 4:1-5:1  Proverbs 5:15-20  1 Thessalonians 4:1-8 (text)
INTRODUCTION
Thessalonica, the Church to which Paul was writing, was a city toward the north west of Greece. Greek society regarded sexual sin very lightly. Add the fact that Thessalonica was a port city and there was likely to be even less concern about morality even than in other parts.

The Church in Thessalonica was a very young Church and almost certainly some of its members would have been involved in pagan immorality before they were converted. No doubt Paul would have had to say about them as he had about the Corinthians: such – fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, effeminate, homosexuals, thieves, covetous, drunkards, revilers, swindlers, all of whom, unrepentant, shall not inherit the kingdom of God – such were some of you; but you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God (1 Corinthians 6:9-11).

Yet, Paul does not lower the standards of Christian holiness, of godly living even though those standards were probably quite new to these Thessalonian Christians. When one becomes a Christian, it is cold turkey – you are straight into it. Of course, God is – and the Church must be – gracious and give people time to grow, forgiving even seventy times seven in a day, but the standards can never be relaxed. For they are God's standards; they reflect the very character of God and God maintains his holiness absolutely. So Paul will not lower the standard – he had no authority do so.

For you know what commandments we gave you by the authority of the Lord Jesus. For this is the will of God, your sanctification (verses 2 and 3). They were not Church rules; they were not wise advice; they were and they are the will of God.

The Church – and elders feel this at times in pastoral work – has a very difficult job to do at times. She must maintain the Gospel doctrine of free and full forgiveness, salvation by grace alone and not by works lest any man should boast. Yet we are saved to good works, to live a life of righteousness, to walk – to live – to please God.

So it is in this context that we all live in the forgiveness of the sins of the past that I bring this today. But also in this: Paul exhorts and requests the Thessalonians to keep the commands he had given them previously – even as they already were doing – just as you actually do walk (verse 1). And he exhorts and requests them, and us, to excel still more.

It is in that spirit also that I wish to bring this message this morning. Our society and culture is utterly saturated with sexual temptation – are there any advertisements without sexual innuendo anymore? – yes, there are a few. But when one thinks about this, we can only be thankful for how the Lord preserves us so much.

Last week we looked at chapter 3, verse 13, in which Paul prayed God would establish our hearts unblamable in holiness. The NIV has; blameless and holy. I said that verse spoke of our hearts being unblamable in dedication to God. Even though we might fall often, our hearts are fully devoted to God – that's what holiness really means, set apart to serve God.

That is all true. But we should strive more and more live out the intentions of our heart. This is what Paul talks about this morning. For this is God's will for you, your sanctification. Or as the NIV has it; you should be holy.  We must strive to make that devotedness of heart the experience of our daily lives. We must seek to put principle into practice. This is God's will for us. This pleases God.

Brothers and sisters, that is a question that every believer should ask about everything we might want or be tempted to do. Is this the will of God? Does this please God? For the will of God congregation, what pleases God, is our sanctification.

If our hearts really are devoted to God, then because of his mercies, let us present our bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable (it is the same word as in verse 1, pleasing) unto him, which is your reasonable service and be not conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewing your minds, that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable (again, pleasing) and perfect, Paul says in Romans 12. Paul is saying the same thing here and in these verses about sanctification in respect of sexual morality. He expresses himself three ways about it – negatively, positively, and negatively.

1.	ABSTAIN FROM SEXUAL IMMORALITY
The word is porneia. It means every form of sexual relations outside of marriage, it means prostitution, pimping, having a mistress, temple prostitution and so forth. 

There was a religious sect in Thessalonica, the Cabiri, that actually encouraged licentiousness among its followers. Obviously then, Greek culture was not concerned about sexual morality. In the ordinary course of life it was expected that a man would go elsewhere than his wife for sexual pleasure. Today we don't really have double standards like that. Many today would expect both husband and wife to go elsewhere. People talk of open marriages. We don't want bind each other, we don’t own each other like that, they say.

The word porneia includes individual sexual expression, pornography, internet porn. We don't want to live by surveys but I saw figures some time ago about how many men who claim to be Christians who watched internet porn – it was very discouraging. It includes looking on a woman to lust, as Jesus put it.

Paul simply commands: abstain from all this. It is not the will of God; it does not please God. Just as you are abstaining from it, says Paul, continue in that way and excel in doing so. Congregation, we need this warning too. In the mother Church of many of you, in some of the larger Churches in NZ, homosexuality is okay. Many other Christians are unsure. They are questioning whether it is so wrong. Again, in the mother Church of many of you, young people live together before marriage with the approval of their parents. I have seen the same thing among evangelical Christians in NZ – at least tolerated.

Brothers and sisters, let us not weaken. As you already abstain, continue, excel still more. Yes, we are right out kilt with the rest of the world. So was Jesus. We must follow our Master, not the world.

2.	POSSESS ONE'S OWN VESSEL IN SANCTIFICATION AND HONOUR
Each of you must know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and honour, not in lustful passion, like the Gentiles who do not know God (verses 4 and 5).

What does this mean: possess one's own vessel? These verses raises a few questions. Between the various translations and footnotes, you will see that the options are: to possess one's own body, or: to possess one's own wife. But which is it? It the word vessel refers to one’s own body, then it would mean possess it in the sense of being a self-possessed person, one who has control over oneself, and so over one's bodily desires (cf. 1 Corinthians 7:9). It could mean that. Except, as NASB footnote indicates, the verb for possess nearly always means to acquire, get, obtain. One cannot acquire one's own body; one simply has it and always did.

Another question is: would the Bible speak of a wife as merely a vessel for her husband’s sexual satisfaction? The word vessel is used in several places in Scripture for persons, 1 Peter 3:7, for example, Romans 9:22f.

The whole matter really is quite a difficult question and the commentators are split pretty evenly. If I had to make a choice, I'd say Paul was commanding men to acquire a wife in sanctification and honour. As to the concern that that doesn't seem to consider wives very honourably, let me just make two remarks. 
#	First of all, Paul may be speaking here to men because the problem in Greek society was primarily with the attitude of men in this matter and not women.
#	The other comment would be that in 1 Corinthians 7, Paul teaches quite clearly that while the husband is to give leadership in the marriage, both husband and wife have equal rights over each other in the matter of relations within marriage. Let each man have his own wife and let each wife have her own husband. Let the husband fulfil his duty to his wife and likewise also the wife to her husband (1 Corinthians 7:2f.). So Paul may well just be following standard grammatical usage here and using the masculine gender where either or both may be intended.

But whether Paul means by vessel one's own body or one’s husband or wife, the essential teaching is the same. We are not to be ruled by lustful passions – in any area of life for that matter. In 1 Corinthians 9:27, Paul says we are to exercise self-control in all things … so I pummel my body to make it my slave – rather than me being enslaved to my body and its desires.

And why? Because we know God; we know the will of God; we know what pleases God. It is the world that does not know God (verse 5), who are controlled by lustful passions. It is the world whose minds are darkened by the evil one, who walk in the unfruitful works of darkness. But we have been delivered from the kingdom of the evil one and transferred into the kingdom of the Son he loves. We are the children of light and therefore must walk as children of the light.

#	If Paul is talking about acquiring a wife or a husband, and he who gets a wife gets good thing, we are told, then do so in sanctification. Now this raises the whole business of marriage to a different plane. It makes it a religious work. For sanctification has to do with being devoted to God.
Brothers and sisters, do we see our marriages and our conduct within our marriages as part of our Christian duty and vocation, as part our calling to serve God? Do we think about that husbands and wives? In whatever you do, whether you eat or drink, do all to the glory of God, says Paul in Colossians. When we eat and drink is about when we are most like the animals, as Al Martin says, yet even that is to be done to the glory of God, as part of our service in his kingdom. How much more then when we are symbolizing the relationship between Christ and his Church? That's what marriage is – a picture of the relationship and communion between Christ and his bride.

Young people, when you are seeking to acquire a husband or a wife, when you are courting – and I mean courting in what might be regarded as a fairly old-fashioned sense – do you see this as part of your Christian calling? And to lead to another state of life in which you will be better able to fulfil that Christian calling?

Doesn't this lift everything to a higher plane? Even our sexual relations are to be sanctified, devoted to the service of God's kingdom. This means we should be willing to receive children as a result of them if we are able because God desires a godly seed, offspring, from his people, Malachi tells us. This means to enter a marriage with the express intention of not having children is sin. For it is to see marriage and sexual relations as only for close companionship and pleasure and not as a service to God.

Each of us is to know how to possess our bodies, or to obtain a husband or wife, in sanctification and honour. In honour – treating one's husband or wife honourably, not as a mere vessel, a utensil; or: seeing and treating our physical bodies as devoted to God.

3.	DO NOT TRANSGRESS OR DEFRAUD ONE'S BRETHREN
Paul says in verse 6, No man is to transgress and defraud his brother in the matter because the Lord is the avenger in all these things, just as we also told you before and solemnly warned you. This verse is still talking about sexual relations. Do not defraud your brother in the matter – the matter already under discussion.

The world constantly talks about consenting adults. It also talks about victimless crimes and people say things like, you can do this or that as long as no one is hurt. When Achan stole that gold and those beautiful clothes at Jericho when God had told them they were not to take any plunder, he thought it didn't affect one else either and hence it was okay.

The Bible knows nothing of this sort thinking because sin is firstly against God; his Holy Spirit is grieved. God is offended. So the Bible speaks about sin in the camp and the camp of Israel being defiled by it therefore. The same applies among the people of God today (see 1 Corinthians11:27-32).

Hence Paul says, the Lord is the avenger in all these things. Not in the sense of merely getting even. But the Lord will uphold his holiness and righteousness in the universe and exercise justice. The word transgress means to step over mark, to get the better of someone. To defraud means to deprive one of that which is rightfully theirs. Sexual sin of any sort gets the better of one's brother or sister. It deprives the brother or sister of what is rightfully theirs. That is obvious with adultery because a husband and a wife have exclusive ownership rights in one another. So also with sex before marriage. You deprive yourself and your future husband or wife of an innocence and freshness and the excitement of new and exclusive discovery. You can apply it, I'm sure, to other forms of sexual immorality.

And if Paul is particularly referring to acquiring a husband or wife, the transgressing or defrauding still applies. How many times has it happened that a fellow and a girl have been developing a relationship and another fellow comes along a bit more handsome and he uses that advantage – or perhaps his better income or prospects or intelligence. Or perhaps by even lesser means, like Absalom with Israel, he steals her heart. Or perhaps she very quickly sees he has more to offer and makes it clear that she could be interested – it can cut either way.

Does that not defraud your brother or sister? Can that sort of thing be said to be done in sanctification, as a service to God? Is it honourable? Does it treat the other party, your brother or sister in Christ, honourably? Before one acted in that way, could one ask God to bless it? Could one think it to be his will? – to please him? God is the avenger in such matters.

So Paul commands us, on authority of the Lord Jesus, God's will for us, our sanctification, that we abstain from sexual immorality, that we not be ruled by lustful passion, that we possess our own bodies or, get a husband or wife, in sanctification and honour. That thus we do not transgress or defraud our brother or sister in this matter.

CONCLUSION
Paul gives us a final warning and incentive. For God has not called us for the purpose of impurity, but in sanctification. Consequently, he who rejects this is not rejecting man but the God who gives his Holy Spirit to you (verses 7 and 8).

Do you see the contrast Paul is making? We have been called not in impurity but in sanctification. And again, sexual impurity will defraud your brother and sister, yes indeed. But sexual impurity is not just rejection of our fellow man. It is rejection of God who gave us his Holy Spirit.

When God called us be Christians, he called us also and at the same time to be holy in every way. That is why God gives us his Holy Spirit. Did you notice that? He not only gave us the Holy Spirit in the past; Paul says he gives us the Holy Spirit – present continuous tense.

How are we supposed to understand that? In Genesis 2:7 we read that God formed us out of dust and breathed into us the breath life and so man became a living creature. Yet Paul can also say in Acts 17, God gives (present tense) to all life and breath and all things. At this very moment and every moment we are dependent on God giving us life and breath. He not only gave us life, but he sustains it every moment.

So too with our life in Christ. When we first believed, it was because he gave us his Holy Spirit – however long ago. Yet here we find that every moment God continues to give us his Holy Spirit. We are dependent on God continuing, every moment to give us his Holy Spirit. 

So when we sin in any way, but today Paul is speaking about the way of sexual impurity, we sin directly against the Spirit of Holiness at the very moment he is being given to us. No wonder Paul speaks of that as a rejection not only of our neighbour, whom we will be defrauding in some way, but as rejection of the dear God in the very act of saving us.

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, Paul was talking to young Christians here and he certainly didn't mean to berate them. But he equally certainly meant to uphold God's absolute standards of holiness. Perhaps we wish we could avoid this subject. I hope that by preaching by simply working through books of the Bible that I only get the balance of Scripture. The fact is that Scripture speaks to the matter pretty often. It is a very strong current in human life and our age is given over to it.

The Church must uphold God's absolute standards. She is the pillar and ground of truth in the world. James says, we all sin in many ways and no doubt we all sin in this way too – in thought. Yet when we fail, God is very quick to forgive immediately we repent. Let us be as quick to repent as God is to forgive.

All that is true, but it is also true that the Lord has preserved among us a real, an actual living in this matter that is God's will, that pleases God.  Go on congregation, Paul would say to us this morning, excel still more. And so picture to the world the love and single-hearted commitment between that Christ and his Church have for each other.	
And so let us serve God, let us promote his kingdom and righteousness in this world in the way we relate to each other between the sexes and within our marriages.												Amen 

