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We are continuing in our series from 1Thessalonians, “Holy Anticipation: 

Living in Holiness, Hope, and Love until Jesus Comes.” As we pick up in the 

middle of chapter 4, let me simply remind us of where we are. The 

overarching theme of chapter 4 is living a God-pleasing life. There is a flow 

of thought in chapter 4 which is helpful to note.  

 

Please God by living a Holy Life by Loving others 

 

How do we please God? By living a holy life, and as we saw last week that 
includes pursing sexual purity. And how do we live a holy life? In large part 
by loving one another. Remember Romans 13 where Paul said that love 
fulfills the law (Rom 13:8, 10). Gal 5:14: “The whole Law is fulfilled in one 
word, in the statement, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself" (cf. James 
2:8) 
When you actively love someone, you don’t sin against them. And so holy 

living is not merely refraining from sin, but seeking to live in a loving manner 

toward people out of a heart of love for God that abides in His love for us.  

 

Today we are going to see that a God-pleasing life is displayed by excelling 

in our love for one another and the positive witness of being a good 

neighbor to unbelievers.  

 

At the end of chapter 3, Paul had prayed that the church would increase and 

abound in love for one another and for all people so that their hearts would 

be established without blame in holiness before God when Jesus returns. 

Now Paul teaches the very truths he has been praying for God to establish 

in their hearts.  

 

A. We live God-pleasing lives by excelling in our love for one another 

(1Thess 4:9-10).  

 

[9-10] Paul gives two reasons as to why he doesn’t need to elaborate on the 

command to love one another. First, they have already been taught by God 

to love one another. What does this mean. Surely Paul had taught them to 

love one another. Certainly, they were aware of Jesus’ own teaching to love 

one another. But I think Paul is speaking to something more in mind. Their 

love for one another is evidence of the Spirit’s active work in their lives. 

Jeremiah prophesied that God would write His law on our hearts by the 

Spirit (Jer 31:33-34; cf. Isa 54:13). Romans 5:5 says, “the love of God has 

been poured out within our hearts through the Holy Spirit.” The organic 

evidence of Spiritual life is a new orientation and power to selflessly love 

others. The Holy Spirit living in you is the resident power and capacity to 

love others. This means that ultimately, every Christian has the power to 

love in the most difficult of circumstances. The Spirit-inhabited Christian can 

never legitimately say, “I can’t love this person.” You may not feel love 

toward them, but you are able to act lovingly toward them in response to 

the Spirit’s work in your life.  

 

This is why any Christian marriage can work. When two people are willing to 

live lovingly toward each other by dying to self and abiding in Christ, they 

can have a healthy marriage. Hence, when someone says, “I just don’t love 

you anymore,” they are saying more than, “I don’t feel love toward you.” 

They are usually also saying, “I am no longer living in obedience to Christ by 

acting lovingly toward you.” Let me just say to couples who are not 

experiencing the most loving season of marriage right now (or anyone in a 

difficult relationship). While you may struggle to feel love for you the other 

persona at an emotional level, you can still treat the other person in a loving 

manner out of grace-empowered obedience to Jesus. Obedience to God 

must lead our hearts in relationships, not mere emotions. When we are 

living under the Spirit’s influence, He will teach and lead us to love others 

like Christ.  

 

The second reason Paul does not need to elaborate on the call to love 

others, is because the Thessalonians are already demonstrating exemplary 

love toward one another and to believers across the whole Macedonian 

region. Nevertheless, Paul urges them to “excel still more” in their love. 

Why? Because love is not static, nor do we ever “arrive” at loving 

perfection. Our flesh is always seeking to pull us backward. Its like weight 

loss. Without effort you will regress. Nor can you reach a level of athletic 

fitness that your body will maintain health and strength without ongoing 

effort. If you stop working out for two weeks, you noticeably regress in 



strength. And as any married couple discovers, a lack of loving investment in 

your marriage results in a diminished experience of love.  

 

The same is true in the church among brothers and sisters in Christ. In fact, 

the early church was blazing a new trail. They were extending family-like 

love toward one another in a society that was dominated by social, 

economic, and gender status—a society that drew hard lines between those 

categories. The church was made up of Jews, Gentiles, men, women, rich, 

and poor, all learning to love and honor one another as equals, as image-

bearers—a church where no one is more or less deserving of grace than 

another. So, Paul encourages them to excel still more in their love for one 

another. 

 

Practical Suggestions for Excelling in Love at Trinity:  

1. Enhance loving affection with active love by helping and serving 

others (e.g. marriage). Be attentive to opportunities to bless, help, 

serve, or contribute to the needs of others.  

2. Don’t just gravitate toward people you have a natural affinity with. 

Reach out beyond who you normally talk with. Make a point to 

introduce yourself and greet anyone you may not know at a church 

gathering. The goal is for no one to be a stranger to you here.  

3. See everyone, regardless of age, background, or status, as a brother 

or sister to encourage and support. Even beyond the church, refuse 

to see people in ‘categories’ but rather as image-bearers of God, 

aiming to treat all people with the consistency of godly character.  

4. Pray for people, by name, for specific needs. Ask how God may 

want you to help meet that need in answer to prayer.  

5. Make your small group Bible study of supreme importance and 

remember that Bible study is never just about Bible knowledge but 

about living biblically toward God and others (the “one another’s”).  

6. Ask the Holy Spirit to show you where you most need to grow in 

love and to strengthen your awareness and resolve to selflessly love 

others.  

 
1 1 From counseling training notes of Dr. Nicolas Ellen (adapted from Rich Thomson, 
The Heart of Man and the Mental Disorders) 

7. Be willing to take a few unexpected minutes to talk with people and 

truly listen for how you can be a blessing to them.  

8. Extend hospitality. Invite people in, invite people out, don’t just do 

alone what you can do together.  

9. Purpose in your heart to be a ‘minister of encouragement.’  

10. Make loving God the primary passion of your life by nurturing your 

heart with the reality of His love for you (1John 4:19; Mt 22:37).  

 

Our goal is to grow in the direction of being open and loving with each 

other, both in our affections and our actions. Dr. Nicholas Ellen, a pastor 

and biblical counselor, has suggested there are 4 basic ways in which we 

might relate to people:1  

▪ Open and loving – The goal is to genuinely love someone and 

openly express it with our words and actions. An open and loving 

relationship will thrive on spending time together, offer 

encouragement, bear each other’s burdens, and speak the truth in 

love. Open and loving is what we were made to crave.  

▪ Closed and loving – This is someone who truly loves another person 

but struggles to express it or show it openly. The heart of care and 

appreciation is there but it needs to be expressed with words and 

actions.  

▪ Closed and unloving – While this person does not love from the 

heart, they seek to conceal it often resulting in the hypocrisy of 

flatter or insincerity. This person is more polite than honest or 

simply distant and disengaged.    

▪ Open and unloving – Vocally unsupportive. Critical. They rebuke 

others (‘putting them in their place’) without love or respect. This 

person is known for being harsh and rude.  

   

Jesus was open and loving. And He calls His church to grow and to excel in 

loving one another openly with warm affection and active love that serves, 

gives, and blesses.  

 



B. We live God-pleasing lives through the positive witness of being 

good neighbors to unbeliever (1Thess 11-12).  

 

[11-12] A contentious, nosey, undisciplined, or lazy life does not make for an 

attractive witness to those outside the faith. No one wants a neighbor like 

that. Yet some in the Thessalonian church were not being good neighbors 

and had even stopped working so that they had become a burden rather 

than a blessing to those around them.  

 

It’s difficult to know exactly what the background to this situation is. It may 

be that some, zealous for the return of Christ, had abandoned their daily 

responsibilities like work. Or it may be possible that Paul is discouraging 

believers from being involved in questionable alliances with patrons of the 

day in which one could basically work as a lobbyist for social elites. In other 

words, working the social and political system to benefit their patron’s 

status in exchange for financial support. 

 

Whatever the case may be, we must keep in mind that persecution was a 

very real factor for the church and with the negative press the church was 

receiving, there was a benefit to low profile integrity. So, Paul calls the 

church to focus on building up the community of believers with love and 

personal responsibility so as not to become a financial burden to other 

suffering believers. And this kind of life benefits their witness to outsiders 

by showing themselves to be peaceable, productive members of society.  

 

So, Paul gives 3 exhortations in vs. 11 to live as good neighbors. The goal of 

these exhortations in vs. 12 is twofold: to be a good witness (“behave 

properly toward outsiders) and to not be a burden on others (“not be in any 

need”). So how might Christians be good neighbors in a society that sees 

them through eyes of suspicion?  

 

First, “make it your ambition to lead a quiet life” (11).  The idea here is to be 

peaceable, not one who stirs up unnecessary controversy or drama. Being a 

follower of Christ will draw enough trouble from the world without acting 

unwisely or contentiously. We know from elsewhere in the NT, that Paul is 

not dissuading us from speaking out for truth or justice in our society but 

rather calling us to live as peacemakers. 2 Timothy 2 calls us to pray for 

those in authority over us, lifting up holy hands without wrath or dissention, 

“so that we may lead a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and dignity.” 

The benefit of being stable, peace-loving neighbors strengthens our gospel 

witness.  

 

Second, good neighbors attend to their own business (11). A busybody who 

makes it their business to know everyone else’s business is not an attractive 

witness, but a neighbor to be avoided. Paul is not discouraging us from 

building relationships with our neighbors. Mind your own business does not 

mean ignore your neighbor. There is a big difference between being nosy 

and genuinely concerned. We can be a blessing without meddling in the 

affairs of others.  

 

Finally, good neighbors work with their own hands (11). The idea here is 

supporting oneself—pulling your own weight—in order to be a blessing and 

not a burden to others. While the church was to exercise benevolence to 

the poor or those suffering from unique hardship, they also expected 

anyone who was able bodied to work. Believers are expected to lead a 

disciplined life in order to meet one’s own needs and to be able to 

contribute to the needs of those suffering hardship. Paul further spoke to 

this issue in [2Thess 3:10-13]. Being productive members of society benefits 

our witness for Christ.    

 

As Paul writes to these believers in the midst of persecution, he encourages 

them to excel in their love for one another and to live out a credible witness 

in their community. The world has rejected them. In some cases, family 

members have withdrawn from them. But God will comfort them and make 

their witness attractive through the support of brothers and sisters in Christ 

who excel in their love for one another.  

 

And this is God’s call to us. To excel in our love for one another within the 

church and to excel in our witness to the neighboring community outside 

the church. Let’s lift our voices in united prayer for the Spirit’s enabling in 

this art of love and neighboring for the sake of Christ.  

 

 

 



Taking God’s Word to God’s Throne 
A Prayer from 1 Thessalonians 4:9-12 

 

Father, how grateful we are for the blessing of being adopted into the 

family of God. Thank you especially for this church family and the many 

ways we experience Your love through our brothers and sisters here. We 

confess that we can only love because You first loved us (1Jn 4:19). So 

continue to pour out Your love in our hearts through the Holy Spirit, giving 

us an ever-greater desire and capacity to serve one another with true 

affection and Christ-like care. May the love of Christ extend through us to all 

people as we love others, not on the basis of their performance, but from 

the character and mind of Christ in us.  

 

Give us wisdom to lead peaceable lives that do not violate the law of love in 

our interactions with others. Teach us to be good neighbors where we live 

and to work diligently in our employment so as to not be a burden to 

others, that our testimony to those outside the faith will exemplify the 

wisdom and benefit of godly living. Make us a blessing so that others will 

put their hope in the name of the crucified, risen, and soon returning Son! 

Amen.  


