
Small Group Leaders Notes - 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8


Context


4:1 marks the beginning of a new section. This is clear from how v1 begins, “As for 
other matters.” In chs1-3 Paul reassured them of the genuineness of their faith and of his 
love for them. Now in chs4-6 he moves to his second main aim of the letter “supplying 
what is lacking in your faith” (3:10.) It is not that their faith was deficient but instead Paul 
wanted to help them grow in their understanding and application of their faith to all of 
their lives. Timothy has brought good news of the faith and love (3:6) of this new church. 
In such a young church there would undoubtedly be issues that needed addressing and 
question that the new believers may have raised.


The two main issues that Paul addresses in chs4-6 are pleasing God by living a holy life 
and the coming again of the Lord Jesus (the two are linked.) We can see the structure of 
ohs 4-6 by looking for phrases such as…


“Now about…” (4:9 & 5:1) 

“now we ask/urge you…” (4:1, 4:10 & 5:12.)  

On the whole Paul is not introducing new teaching but rather reminding them of what he 
had previously taught them and helping them to apply this teaching to how they lived (see 
4:1, 4:2, 4:9 and 5:1-2.) The Thessalonians are generally doing well and Paul rejoices in 
this whilst also urging them to grow in love and pleasing God “more and more” (see 4:1 
and 4:10.)


Holiness is the big theme of our passage and this fits in the wider context of chs4-6 and 
the letter as a whole. Paul has just prayed that God would… 


“strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God 
and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all his holy ones” (3:13)  

He will pray a similar prayer at the end of the letter asking that… 


“God himself, the God of peace sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, 
soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who 

calls you is faithful and he will do it.” (5:23-24.) 

Structure


The structure of the passage is fairly straight forward;


v1-2 act as a headline for the whole section (chs4-6) and introduce the key theme 
of living to please God more and more


v3-8 focus on the first area where we are to please God more and more; sexual 
immorality and holiness.
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Notes


v1-2 

• As already mentioned Paul is not introducing new teaching but rather reminding them 

of what he had previously taught them and is now wanting them to apply to their lives. 

• He repeatedly urges and encourages them and wants them in turn to encourage one 

another (see 4:10, 4:18, 5:11 and 5:14.) This fits with the theme of mutual 
encouragement we saw in previous studies. 


• Paul urges them to live to please God “more and more”. They are living to please God 
but there is always room for growth no matter how well we are doing. 


v3 - God’s will is that we be sanctified, set apart and holy for him. This is what he will do 
in us (5:23-24) but it is also what he calls us to pursue now (see v7.) We are often 
desperate to know God’s will for our lives. Whilst the Bible doesn’t tell us what to do in 
every specific situation we do know what God’s over-arching will is for us - he wants us to 
be sanctified. That is the direction we should always be heading in. If we are pursuing 
holiness then we know we are on the right track!


v3-6 - Paul now gets specific about a particular area where believers are to be sanctified - 
sexual immorality. This will involve growing in self-control (v4) and being distinctive from 
those who do not know God. The implication here is that knowing God should make a big 
difference in how we live. God is holy, therefore the more we know him and his holiness 
the more we should strive to be holy as he is holy. We are not just to be distinct from non-
believers we are also to be mindful of our fellow believers. Sexual immorality is never 
completely private. It always affects our relationship with other people as well as our 
relationship with God. 


v6-8 This teaching is serious and comes with a warning. God is holy and he will rightly 
punish those who unrepentantly persist in sexual immorality. This teaching is not merely 
Paul’s it is God’s because when he saved us he called us to be holy. God’s goal is 
salvation is to have a holy people for himself who will be blameless and holy in his 
presence. Wonderfully the passage finishes with a great encouragement - God gives us 
his Holy Spirit. The one who calls us to be holy and warns us what will happen if we are 
not holy is also the one who equips us to be holy. The one who calls is also the one who 
enables by giving us his Holy Spirit. On our own we cannot live a life that pleases God but 
with the help of the Holy Spirit we can increasingly live a holy life that pleases God!


Big Idea


Please God by obeying his word and increasingly living a holy life with the help of the 
Holy Spirit   


Areas of Application


Holiness, Sexual Immorality and Self-Control - This is the big, clear application of the 
passage. Our groups may not want to talk about such topics but we must remember v8 
that to reject this instruction is not merely rejecting a human being but God himself. 
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Live to Please God - This is the motivation for holiness and self-control and it’s vital we 
grasp this. It is possible to pursue holiness and self-control in a cold, grudging legalistic 
way. Similarly we can pursue holiness out of fear but instead we are to pursue holiness 
out of a deep desire to please the God who saved us and called us to be holy. Our 
attitude should not be ‘what do I have to do for God?’ but rather ‘what can I do for God?’ 
The first attitude thinks, “What is the least I can get away with? How close to the line can I 
go without sinning?” The second attitude says, “How much can I do for God? How far 
away from sin can I get?”


More and More - The Thessalonians were living to please God, they were doing well and 
yet Paul urged them to do this more and more. In a similar way we may feel that we are 
doing well. Our lives may be pretty sorted with no big scandalous sins on show. We may 
have been Christians for years and be further along the path of holiness than others in our 
group or in our church. As a result we might be tempted to think we are fine and don’t 
need to keep striving. We might have inadvertently sat back and taken our foot off the 
pedal. This passage (indeed the whole of ch4) urges us to keep pursuing holiness no 
matter how well we are doing and no matter how long we’ve been on the journey. There is 
always room for growth and there’s always more we can do to please God in thanks to 
him for what he has done for us.
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Bible Study Questions


Starter Question before reading the passage - Imagine a new Christian asks you, “How 
can I please God?” What would you say? 


Read the passage 

1. Look at v1-2 & v8. How can we please God? 


2. Why is God’s word vital to pleasing God?


3. The Thessalonians were living to please God and yet Paul urged them to do this more 
and more. How does this challenge us?


4. Look at v3-7. What is God’s will and calling for each of us?


5. How might a lack of self-control lead to us wronging another believer?


6. Christians are to be holy, self-controlled and different from those who don’t know 
God. What are some of the challenges that make this hard for you? 


7. What warning and encouragement come with God’s calling? (v6-8) How will these 
motivate you to live to please God?


8. (Optional Question if you have time) We don’t always know exactly what to do in a 
specific situation. How do v3 and v7 help us in such situations? 


Spend time praying for one another and particularly those situations where we find it hard 
to please God. Give thanks to God for his calling and provision of the Holy Spirit. 

4


