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SANCTIFICATION & ECONOMIC MORALITY
1 Corinthians 7:17-24   1 Thessalonians 4:9-12 (text)
INTRODUCTION
Proverbs 17:17 says, A friend loves at all times and a brother is born for adversity. On the other hand, Proverbs 25:17 says, Let your foot rarely be in your neighbour's house, lest he become weary of you and hate. Lest you wear out your welcome, in other words. If we paraphrased this to say, let your hand not be too often in your brother's pocket, lest he become weary of you and hate you, instead of loving you as he ought, we have caught a good deal of what Paul wants to say to us in our text this morning.

This is practical instruction Paul is giving us in this part of the letter. We have believed the Gospel; we have turned to God from idols, to serve the living and true God …and to wait for his Son from heaven, who delivers us from the wrath to come (chapter 1). That is all wonderful stuff, beautiful truths. Without it we are sunk; that is the rock of our salvation; the rock of life on which we build. But build we must. For by grace are you saved through faith, and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God, not of works lest any man should boast. For we are created again in Christ Jesus. 

Our salvation has nothing to do with what we do. It has nothing to do with obeying commandments, except the command to repent and believe. But God saves us for a purpose – as Paul continues in that passage in Ephesians: We are created again in Christ Jesus unto good works that God has ordained beforehand that we should walk in them.

And in this part of Thessalonians, Paul is telling us some of what these good works are that God has ordained beforehand that we, his people, should walk in, should live in, should do. He is now teaching us how to serve that living and true God. And in particular, in our text this morning, he tells us to excel in our love toward all our brethren.

He is still talking about the same general subject he introduced in the first 
three verses of the chapter. He is still talking about the will of God for us, 
about what pleases God, about our sanctification: 	# there is the same rather unusual and fairly strong word for commandment in vv.2 & 11;  # there is the same commendation for presently walking so as to please God in v.1 as also for practicing love in v.10;  # there is the same exhortation to excel still more in vv.1 & 10;  # there is the same command to walk in vv.1 & 12
#	in verses 3 and 8 he talked about sanctification and sexual morality;
#	he now goes on in our text this morning to talk about our sanctification in respect of economic morality – at least to some extent. There is a lot more to economic morality than this but this is his burden this morning. So he gives us these commands and exhortations.

The command this morning is:  Excel still more in your love for one another. He has said they are already doing very well at it. They practise it toward one another in Thessalonica and they extend it also to believers in all Macedonia. So much so, it is obvious they have been taught of God in the matter.

That is an interesting phrase – taught of God. It refers back to Jeremiah 31 that speaks about the new covenant that God would make with his people in this new age of grace in which he gives his Holy Spirit (referred to in the verse above; 4:8) to work in the hearts of believers in greater depth than in the OT age. I will put my law within them and on their heart will I write it and they shall not teach again each man his neighbour and each man his brother saying, "Know the Lord," for they shall all know me.

So Paul is commending them and telling them they are doing wonderfully. But they were not perfect. He has to say in 5:13, Be at peace among yourselves; and in 5:15, See you do not repay evil for evil. They are not perfect in love yet. So there are these instructions and this command about sanctification and economic morality. And his basic commandment about economic morality is: Excel still more in your love to one another.

1.	WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO LOVE ONE ANOTHER?
1 John 3:17 says, Whoever has this world's goods and sees his brother in need and closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide in him? It simply doesn't. James 2:15f. says, If your brother or sister is without clothing and in need of food, and one of you says to him, "go in peace, be warmed and be filled," and yet you do not give them what is necessary for their body, what use is that? It is no use at all and we do not love our brothers and sisters when we treat them like that.

But Paul is looking at the question from the other side this morning. He says, "You who are in need, are you really in need? You who live by the charity of your brethren, are you abusing it? Or are you lazy? Or undisciplined? Or have you got used to being on charity and come to regard it as your right?" As, unfortunately, our welfare system actually teaches us. It is a very bad thing for us all. It strips us of our proper self-respect and is bringing more moral ruin on us, as a nation, than perhaps anything else.

You who have your hand in your brother's pocket, are you wearing out your welcome? Because he may become weary of you and hate you – even as you actually hate him. For it is your duty also, you who live by charity, to love your brother and sister by whose charity you live.

Love seeks not its own, 1 Corinthians tells us. Love does not impose itself on others. Indeed, love does the opposite; love gives; God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son.

Love, therefore, strives to provide its own needs. Ephesians 4:28 says, Let him who stole steal no longer; rather, let him labour…. And so provide his own needs and the needs of his family. And Paul tells us in 1 Timothy that if we don't do that, we are worse than an unbeliever. Let him who stole steal no longer; rather, let him labour in order that he may have something to share with him who is in need.

The basic principle of Christian economic morality is to provide one's own needs – so that we will not be in any need, verse 12 of our text says. That, in itself, is love. For then you allow your brother to give to someone else who is in real need. And then, if the Lord so blesses your work, you are able to give also. A Christian is God's freeman. A Christian is to be independent. A Christian depends on no man, but on God alone. 

As we read in 1 Corinthians 7, For he who was called in the Lord while a slave, is the Lord's freeman; likewise he who was called while free, is Christ's slave. Were you called while a slave? Do not worry about it; but if you are able also to become free, rather do that (verses 22, 21).

2.	HOW DO WE LOVE ONE ANOTHER IN THIS RESPECT?
Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life and attend to your own business and work with your hands, just as we commanded you (verse 11). Some ambition! To live a quiet life. It's an interesting phrase. It means to strive earnestly, to seek strenuously for a quiet life, for composure, to be free from disturbances and at peace.

I think we all know exactly what it means. If you want to live a peaceful life in which you, yourself, are reasonably in control and not constantly being pulled in different directions by all sorts of demands from other people, you have to be pretty active about it. And all our modern communications devices do not make life easier or more peaceful and actually leave us less in control than when someone was either at home or they weren't and that was that.

Composure, quiet orderliness, tranquillity – it sounds almost idyllic. Perhaps we need to learn to press the Off switch a little more and take control – on the TV, the cell phone, the ordinary phone, the email. Maybe we need to toss the newspaper sometimes and curb the children's sports fixtures and so forth. We must not allow ourselves to be yanked every time somebody calls because we are to be like our Master and Jesus did not respond to every need he knew about. He knew his priorities and he set his own programme. He knew when his hour would come and he knew when it hadn't and he wouldn't be diverted from his proper calling. 

And brothers and sisters, neither may we. And for most of us – the men at any rate – that will mean at least 50 hours per week earning a living. We better learn to be holy in that because that is the major part of our lives! It requires that terribly old-fashioned thing called self-discipline. But if we don't achieve this, we're all going to go nuts.

Strive to lead self-disciplined, orderly lives attending to our own business and working with our own hands, Paul tells us.
#	Attending to our own business. Maybe there were some people who were thinking the Lord was about to come again and were giving away their jobs and not being properly occupied and being busy-bodies and living off others. Busy-bodies only ever cause disturbance.

Of course, it is true, we are to wait for God's Son from heaven (chapter 1). But do we do that by standing around gazing into heaven like the disciples just after the ascension of Jesus Christ into heaven?

Around 1780 there was, I have read, an eclipse of the sun over the northern United States of America. The Legislature of the state of Connecticut was in session and as the members saw the unexpected and unaccountable darkness coming on, they were in some awe and even terror. Someone said, The end of the world has come, and moved the house adjourn. An old Puritan by the name of Davenport replied, If the Last Day has come, I wish to be found in my place and at my duty; bring in candles so the house can continue with its business.

Jesus said, Occupy until I come. Whatever is your calling in life, let us be quietly getting on serving the Lord in it.

#	And work with your own hands. That was a bit of a clanger to drop in Greek society at the time. Only slaves worked with their hands. Yet our Lord himself was a carpenter.

In our day, it might not be that we despise physical work so much – maybe it is work of any sort! It still happens that people turn down jobs that are below them or they did not train for. Whatever, we are not to take our que from the norms of society round about. We can sometimes be far too picky. Work is work and in God's eyes, all useful work is good and if by any job we may earn our living and not be a burden to others, accept it and get on with it. 

The whole idea of making money quick, so you can retire early and take it easy is completely unbiblical. Six days shall you labour, the commandment says. Work is good for us; we were made for it. God works to this day, Jesus said – maintaining the world and ruling it. And we are to be like our Father in heaven. To be fruitful and productive in work is the source of a lot of our sense of worth as a human being; it is important for that composure, peace and happiness. Parents, teach your children to work; it is one of the best turns you'll ever do them.
Maybe as you get older, you might retire, but not to mere consumerism, whether that be of things or places or scenery. No, when you retire then you become an elder sitting in the city gate – I could put a couple to work any time. Or, as an older woman, there is no end of work to be done, including teaching the younger women. And Paul said that in just so many words, so don't throw daggers at me.

3.	WHAT WILL BE THE OUTCOME OF SUCH LOVE FOR ONE ANOTHER?
i)	so that you behave properly toward outsiders (verse 12). What does this mean? 

For all our social breakdown, we still have in our own society people who work hard and live fairly orderly, purposeful lives. They can be the hardest people in the world to evangelise. But they are not impressed by the dependency culture that is growing up around us and generated by the present government in particular. These people are not unwilling to provide welfare for those in genuine need but some basic Christian attitudes still live in them and they know money doesn't grow on trees or goods come out of thin air. Both only come by work. If Christians fall into this culture of demanding their so-called rights and milking the system, we will sure not commend our faith to them.

Paul says in Timothy, We are to adorn the Gospel; we are to make it attractive to unbelievers. Brotherly love is the mark of the Christian. They shall know you are Christians by your love, Jesus said. And love is a giver, a contributor, not a taker, always looking for what it can get.

Colossians 4:5 says, Conduct yourselves with wisdom toward outsiders. We cannot and should not always be concerned with how things look to other people. There are times simply to do what is right and people will have to interpret it how they will. On the other hand, let us think how things appear to others and whether the way we go about something commends the Gospel and Christianity and makes it attractive. 

For example, are we lovers of the world? Are we contributors, life-givers, seeking to do good? Not frenetically – because then we will not be living that composed, orderly, quiet life Paul just told us about. But, for example, firstly by bringing up our own children so that, by God's grace, they become independent, not being in need, emotionally secure and so not adding to the world's problems.

ii)	so that you will not be in any need. I have said quite a bit about this already, but let me try and expand it a little. Christianity is a positive thing, not negative. The commandments are Thou shalt nots, that is true. But a Christian will not just not kill his neighbour. He will love him and therefore do all he reasonably can to enhance his neighbour's life. For the basic command is to love one's neighbour and that is positive action. Jesus came to give the abundant life, life to the full. So should we.

In 3:12, Paul prayed God would cause the Thessalonian Christians to increase and abound in love for one another. In 4:1 he talks about them excelling (abounding actually) still more in a life that pleases God. And in 4:10 he again urges them to excel (abound again) in the practice of their love toward one another.

Christianity is not about being mean, or tight-fisted, or constricted. It is not a whole series of don'ts. Three times in twelve verses Paul talks about Christian living as abounding, excelling. It is a full life. Not in the way the world might often live it up, that is true. That is so often simply dissipation, carousing, mere consuming, wastage. But abounding in love, in contributing, in being productive and fruitful. Christianity gives life – for Jesus gave himself to be the life of the world. 

There should be a certain exuberance and joy about this. We will enjoy all God's good gifts and pleasures in the world – in moderation. But herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us and gave his only begotten Son, John tells us. 

Believers shall one day judge the world, therefore we should not go to law with each other. That shames Christ before the world. Instead, we should excel in love of the brethren and of Christ and rather be wronged for Christ's sake than take our fellow Christian to court.
So also we should not be supported by the world. Instead, we should support ourselves and the world. For Jesus is the life of the world; we are to be like our Master and also do good to all men. Perhaps as citizens and taxpayers, we will use our welfare system when in genuine need, but certainly, as John tells us, we will not accept support from the world for the work of the Gospel – which means any work of the Church. We will make money form the world by trading with it, but we don't accept its charity for the work of the Gospel because God does not desire the sacrifice of the wicked.

The Christian is a mature person and a mature person is a responsible person and a responsible person is a contributor, a lover, and a provider, a life-giver. Even as Jesus said, Freely you have received; freely give. Freely give the Gospel and the everyday blessings of this life. Let us not be people who make life in the world any harder either for ourselves or for others. Rather, let us be builders and upbuilders. Let us be lovers and givers; let us be providers, protectors and sustainers. As our Master has given us life, let us be like him and go about doing good and be the life of the world. Let us be its salt and light. 

God said to Abraham, I will be a God to you and to your children after you. I will bless and you in turn will be a blessing to others. We who believe are the children of Abraham. If we are children of Abraham, then we must also seek to be a blessing to those around us. As God has blessed us, let us be like our Father in heaven that the nations of the earth may be blessed through us.
																	Amen

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 14th Sept, 2003.

