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01 Chapter 1 

Verse 5
THE POWERFUL GOSPEL
‘Our gospel came not unto you in word only, but also in power.’

1 Thessalonians 1:5
The preaching of St. Paul was exceptionally successful at Thessalonica, and there too the good results of his work were less marred by later evil influences than in many other centres of his apostolic labours. With the Thessalonians most decidedly the gospel is seen as no mere charm of word-jugglery, but as a living, powerful influence.

I. The world needs a powerful gospel.—The great want of men in all ages and climes is some mighty impulse to carry them out of spiritual lethargy into the fresh experience of a new life.

II. The gospel of Christ is full of power.—Christianity is not merely a specific religious system which takes its place among other systems—Egyptian, Indian, Grecian, etc. It is not only a better system than all others—superlatively better in dignity, purity, etc. It is more than any scheme of divinity. It is not simply the incomparably noblest solution ever offered to the great riddle of the universe. Its striking peculiarity is that it is alive while other systems of religion and philosophy are dead.

III. Christ is the source of the power of the gospel.—The gospel comes in power, and not as a mere word, because Christ Himself is with His gospel.

Illustration
‘There is much truth in the Vedastic ideas of God, in the Zoroastrian teaching about sin, in the Egyptian theories of future judgment, in the Greek dramatist’s views of moral government, and in the Greek philosopher’s thoughts concerning the chief good. But all these great and often noble conceptions lack power to change the heart and character of men. Christianity does this. Christ struck the keynote when He wrought miracles—“mighty signs.” His physical miracles were signs of His spiritual work.’

Verse 9-10
WAITING FOR THE SON FROM HEAVEN
‘Ye turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God; and to wait for His Son from heaven, Whom He raised from the dead.’

1 Thessalonians 1:9-10
These conditions marked the life of those to whom the Apostle wrote:

(a) The turning from idols.

(b) The service of the living and true God.

(c) The waiting for the Son from heaven as they who expect the return of a King.

Are these conditions graven deeply into the life of the people of this land; do they hold an acknowledged sway over the hearts of young and old, rich and poor? Or shall we say—making every allowance for great and blessed exceptions—that shallowness in religion, a tendency to presume upon the patience of God are among the foremost of the characteristics of our time?

I. ‘To wait for His Son from heaven.’—Momentary expectation, and calm and patient preparation, marked that waiting in days of old. The faces once upturned on Olivet must often have scanned the sky to see if there were any signs of the return of Him of Whom it was said, ‘He shall so come in like manner as ye have seen Him go into heaven.’ The early Christians lived as the servants of One Whose coming, if promised at no moment, was possible at any, as those whose existence pledged them to prepare both themselves and those around them for the return of a King, Whose kingdom on earth should show some marks of preparedness to anticipate and welcome His coming.

II. And so into the heathen debauchery and iniquity around them these men strove to carry the ennobling message of the liberty of Christ. Into the Christian wickedness and darkness around us, too, we must carry that same message, if we would be faithful soldiers of the Cross of Christ. And can the need be exaggerated; can the horrors be too deeply painted; can the inarticulate cries for help be too strongly accentuated? There is much to be seen now that ought to make us hopeful and most thankful.

And yet the need is great and terrible and pressing, in regard to the social evils of our time.

III. What are we doing in these matters?—We too often look out helplessly over masses. God individualises. We say, ‘We, what can we do?’ God says, ‘Thou—what art thou doing?’ Art thou using thy Christian liberty, and by precept and example seeking to gladden the lives of others with the message which has made thy life free with the yoke of Christ? For Christian liberty is not license to live to ourselves, but power to live unto God. There is nothing that will unite conflicting interests, that will join heart to heart, that will knit together class and class like common work for God—like mutual, helpful preparation, as we wait for the return of the Son from heaven, turning to God from idols to serve the living and true God.

IV. In such a preparation heaven and earth meet.—As we lift up our hands to the work, other hands there are which seem to meet and clasp our own. Lift up your eyes to heaven, and mark the preparations ever going forward there when you are tempted to despond. There,’midst the increasing activities that surround the throne of God; there, where arises the deathless song of praise; there, until the fulness of time shall have come, goes forward ever the gathering preparations for the triumphant return of Christ, the King of kings. Within the veil He represents, He pleads, He intercedes. O lift up your eyes unto the hills, whence cometh your help, ye lowly followers of God—ye who, in a strength which is not your own, and drawn by the strange attraction of the Cross, are seeking to keep both your own heart, whence are the issues of life and death, and diligently to tend that part of the vineyard which the Lord hath committed to your charge. It is the very work of Christ which is laid upon you. It must burden your heart and tax your energies, and make itself felt in your life. Fear not this; he who follows Christ must bear a cross, and he who bears a cross will find it mark his shoulders. Yet if your cause be Christ’s, it is the one which has writ large upon it the promise and potency of ultimate and assured success. Unite then yet more perfectly your waiting for the Son from heaven with His Who now waits within the veil; and let the same mark of active and unwearying preparation, of large sympathy, of unfailing love, of unwearied patience that characterise all Christ’s work, also distinguish in their measure your earnest efforts in the Master’s cause.

—Bishop E. R. Wilberforce.

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 10
THE POWER OF A CHRISTIAN LIFE
‘Ye are witnesses, and God also, how holily and justly and unblameably we behaved ourselves among you that believe.’

1 Thessalonians 2:10
St. Paul felt that it was incumbent upon him to bear witness for the Lord Jesus Christ by his life as well as by his lips, and he therefore felt that there were circumstances in which it was imperative upon him to vindicate and to assert the excellence of his life, as well as the truth of his doctrine. His life, he knew and felt, had its great work to perform in the world, as well as his doctrine. His life had a great power in it. So has every Christian life in all ages and in all places.

I. The power of a Christian’s life, as it serves to vindicate and recommend a Christian’s doctrine.—The life of the Christian is taken as a kind of representation of the doctrine of Christians; the life of the Christian is taken very commonly by the world as a kind of incarnation of the faith of the Christian. And we cannot at all wonder at that, for it is so very much easier for all to judge of a doctrine as they see it in a man’s life, than it is for them to judge of it as they see it in abstract forms presented to them; and we cannot wonder at it in reference to the gospel.

II. The power of a Christian life as it serves to enforce a Christian speech.—There are some in every Christian man’s sphere to whom he ought to speak on the subject of a Christian faith and a Christian practice. Every Christian man has a work in this respect in the world. There are some whom he needs to instruct, to exhort, to admonish, to warn, or to rebuke. To do this effectually it is necessary that there should be some wisdom in the choice of time, and in the choice of circumstances, and in the choice of subject, and in the manner of speaking; and it is more than all necessary, to speak effectually to others, that there should be a life more or less in harmony with what is spoken. This is the reason why many professing Christians speak so little to others on the subject of Christian faith and on the subject of Christian practice; this is the reason—a want of harmony between their own life and that which they would have to speak.

III. Seeing that the power of a Christian’s life is great, it becomes us
(a) To inquire very earnestly whether we have experienced it and yielded to it.

(b) To inquire whether we are putting forth Christian influence. Are we commending Christ’s doctrine by our lives? Are those who know us in our daily walk and conversation likely to have some doubts about Christianity removed from their minds, likely to have a weak faith made a strong faith, from what they see daily manifested in our spirit and conduct?

Illustration
‘The only way of getting to heaven, the only way of being participators in Christ hereafter, in His glory and felicity, is by being associated in life with Him here. He said Himself it should be so; that they who served with Him should reign with Him; that they who confessed Him here should be acknowledged by Him there; that they who lived with Him here should live with Him there. He said so: He cannot deny Himself! He cannot recall His word! He cannot violate His promise! He would not do it if He could; He could not do it if He would! He cannot and would not because of His own nature! “Heaven and earth may pass away, but His Word cannot pass away.”’

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 2
THE ESTABLISHED CHRISTIAN CHARACTER
‘To establish you … concerning your faith.’

1 Thessalonians 3:2
All the Epistles are addressed to Christian people. This fact should be borne in mind when we consider the contents of any of them.

I. The Christian is to be established.—Consider what this means:—

(a) Progress. The foundation is laid; now the superstructure must be built upon it.

(b) Fixity. The progress is not that of a flowing river, but that of a building in course of erection.

(c) Strength. The building is to be no mere bower of branches, no tent of the wilderness, no shed for temporary occupation, but a permanent, solid house in the eternal city of God. It will have to stand the stress of wind and weather.

(d) Order. That which is established is not heaped together in a rude, confused formation. The true building follows its designer’s plan. The Christian life must be built on the pattern of its great Architect. There should be thought and purpose in it.

(e) Elevation. The house is built up. We begin at the ground and raise the structure, tier above tier. In the noblest architecture the upward progress introduces the finest features. So in the Christian life we should rise as we grow.

(f) Room for contents. The house has its inhabitants and furniture. The established Christian should have room for Divine stores of truth and holy thought, and for thief- and fire-proof safes which can keep his treasures in security. The complete building is not to be a solid pyramid for the sole purpose of hiding the mummy of its owner, but a glorious temple in which God may dwell.

II. The Christian is to be established by God.—Men tried to raise the tower of Babel up to heaven, but they failed in their pride and self-will. We cannot build up our own characters. God is the great Builder, and He is raising the structure of Christian life by all the discipline of daily experience.

III. The establishment of the Christian is assured by the faithfulness of God.—It is not yet accomplished. It took forty years to build Herod’s temple. It takes well-nigh twice forty years to establish the characters of some of God’s children. Nay, who shall say that the process is completed with the ending of this brief earthly life?

Illustration
‘The whole sweep and tenor of the gospel imply that God will not abandon the good work He has commenced; He has invited us to Himself, He has offered us perfect redemption in Christ. Because He is true and constant He will never leave His people till He has given all that His gospel sets forth, i.e. till He has completed the building of His Church.’

Verse 9
CHRISTIAN JOY
‘The joy wherewith we joy for your sakes before our God.’

1 Thessalonians 3:9
St. Paul in this chapter is writing to the Thessalonians of the love and care he has for them, and of the happiness he has in learning of the steadfastness of their faith. He wrote in time of much personal affliction and distress (1 Thessalonians 3:7), yet the knowledge that they were standing firm in the faith made his heart rejoice.

No one can read St. Paul’s writings without seeing that Christian joy filled the larger part of his life. Outward circumstances might seem against him, yet even when the prison fetters were upon him he could write, ‘Rejoice in the Lord alway’—what, when you are in prison? Yes; for he goes on to add, ‘and again I say, Rejoice.’

I. Religion a thing of joy.—Whenever we look at religion it is a thing of joy. It is a libel on religion to say or think that it is gloomy. I do not say there never will be sadness with religion, but I say there is no sadness in religion. Life is sad. But life without religion is ten thousand times more sad. If we look back at the very beginning of all things, we find that God intended His service to be a service of joy. It was sin that intervened, and that brought in sorrow and death.

II. Joy more effective than gloom.—The same thing is true of life everywhere as well as in religion. Joy is a better instrument for the work of our life than fear and care and anxiety. A cheerful workman is worth a shilling a day more than a workman who is always grumbling over his work. One hopeful heart in any good cause is worth a thousand despondent ones. And if a man desires to be able to say, ‘Let me die the happy death of a Christian,’ he must first learn as the Apostles learned to live the happy life of a Christian. Does any man in his senses believe that this life—and we have all had our share of experience of it—can ever be a happy life without religion? What is your experience? What has been the experience of men and women who have tried to take this world and this life as their portion? Look at the disappointment that marks all the utterances of those who have had nothing better than this life. Take any ten men in your memory that have been about the most successful men that you have known, but without religion. Did you ever know any of them happy? Not one. They have been driven here and there until they had to leave all their fortune and all their wealth.

III. Joy in this present life.—How shall we describe the joy of religion? ‘The kingdom of God is joy,’ says the Apostle. There is no life that is glad and happy but the Christian life. Where he has one thorn he has a garland of roses; where he has one dirge he has ten doxologies; where he has one cloudy day here he has years of golden sunshine from God. If we only knew the joy of religion! We are only just learning it. If we only knew what it was to go to our work to-morrow, and could take with us the joy of pardon on the soul, the sweet assurance of the forgiveness of our sins for Christ’s sake, what a joy it would be! That sets everything right in reference to the past of a man’s life, and it sets everything right in reference to the future of a man’s life. It makes a man glad while he lives, and happy when he dies.

IV. The joy of the life beyond.—But if the present life in the service of God is a thing of joy, what will its future be? We are told something about that future in the Apocalypse, and we get a wonderful glimpse of the joy of that other life. ‘They shall hunger no more … and God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes.’ Peace is there written on every brow, joy singing in every heart, and Hosannahs rolling from every lip. ‘The Kingdom of God is joy’; and if it is joy now, what will it be then? Joy here, joy there; joy now, and joy for ever.

—Rev. Canon Fleming.

Illustration
‘When you find God calling to Himself a people, the Israelites, there you find that the religious services of the Jews were joyful. All their great national festivals were joyful. The joy of Jerusalem was heard even afar off. And when you pass from the Old Testament into the New Testament, instead of this being lessened or done away with, it was increased. St. Paul did not advise men to rejoice in money, for wealth is a shifting sandbank; he did not advise people to rejoice in their health, though that is one of God’s greatest blessings to us, because health is a very precarious thing; he did not advise them to rejoice even in the closest bonds of affection and friendship, because they may be severed by death at a moment. But He says, if you would rejoice in that which is immovable, unchangeable, and eternal, “Rejoice in the Lord.” St. Peter says, “Ye rejoice with joy unspeakable and full of glory,” and notwithstanding all the sadness and all the sorrows, all the tribulation, all the persecutions of the early Christians, it is remarkable that they were not only cross-bearers, but joy-wearers.’

Verse 12
CHRISTIAN LOVE
‘The Lord make you to increase and abound in love one toward another, and toward all men, even as we do toward you.’

1 Thessalonians 3:12
St. Paul was verily a man of prayer. He began, continued, and ended his Christian life with it. Hence this prayer for the Thessalonians, that they may increase and abound in saintly excellences, especially in one which is the crown of all.

I. The special grace.—But what is love? It is the diamond among the jewels of our breastplate. ‘Now abideth faith, hope, love; and the greatest of these is love.’ Hence love is the believer’s highest and deepest happiness.

II. The Giver of this grace.—Which of the Triune is He? Dean Alford thinks God the Father; others think God the Spirit; but the generality of theologians believe that Jesus Christ is alone referred to, as ‘the Lord’ is the name by which He is specially designated all through the New Testament. If this be so, then the Apostle petitions the Lord Jesus as the fount of all grace and goodness. And He is this. ‘In Him dwelleth all the fulness of the Godhead bodily’: not for Himself only, but for His redeemed also.

III. The enlargement and extensiveness of love.—Love is never at a standstill. Like the tide, it will either flow or ebb; but its nature, when duly fostered, is to increase and abound. If all Christians excelled in holy love, the world would speedily be brought to the feet of Jesus.

Illustration
‘The Thessalonians were not deficient in love when St. Paul uttered this prayer on their behalf. They were in this respect already a pattern Church. He is not slow to acknowledge the fact: “Concerning love of the brethren ye have no need that one write unto you: for ye yourselves are taught of God to love one another; for indeed ye do it toward all the brethren which are in all Macedonia.” But love is a good thing of which we can never have too much. Outside the Church of Christ is the great world with all its bitterness and wrath, its envy and slander, its misrepresentation and suspicion, its malice and uncharitableness. Inside the joys of holy love should flourish. Outside may reign the darkness of hatred, but inside let there be the golden light of love. And so the Apostle has no sooner acknowledged the existing love of the Thessalonian Christians than he adds, “But we exhort you, brethren, that ye abound more and more.”’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

INCREASING AND ABOUNDING
Love is precious because it comes from the real man. It wells from the very depths of his nature. It is not always so with other graces which are capable of being counterfeited. Many a gift which another possesses may dazzle us with its brilliancy and almost excite our envy, but may after all be exercised from the most worthless.

I. Christian love is the parent of other graces.

(a) It begets confidence.

(b) It inspires patience.

(c) It stimulates courage.

II. The limitlessness of Christian love.—It ‘beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things. Love never faileth.’

(a) Love ‘beareth all things,’ or rather ‘covereth all things,’ for such is the meaning of the original word. With the cloak of love we hide the sins of our fellow-men.

(b) And love ‘believeth all things.’ We are prone to believe too readily the worst of our fellow-men. Charges are brought against one, and we give them credit for being true. Rumours reach our ears, and we believe them without investigation. We pass them on to one another as if they were the truth, instead of suspecting them to be the base currency of falsehood. This is not the act of love, to believe the worst of our fellow-Christians. Love believes the best of another, rather than the worst.

(c) Love ‘hopeth all things’ too. When it can no longer believe, it hopes—hopes that new facts will come to light which will explain matters—hopes that after all one may have been misinformed—hopes that a man’s motives were the best even when his errors were the worst; and when there is room for no other hope, love hopes at least that the offender will one day see his fault and retrace his steps.

(d) And love ‘endureth all things.’ It possesses wonderful strength, endurance, and vitality. Controversy cannot kill it, for it enables men to ‘speak the truth in love.’

Illustrations
(1) ‘The helpless bird that flutters with bristling feathers over her nest, and pecks fiercely at the hand that would rob her of her brood, tells us of love converted into courage. It is recorded that wherever Napoleon appeared he inspired his troops with intense devotion. At the battle of Waterloo one French soldier in the ranks, whose arm had been shattered by a cannon-ball, was seen to wrench it off with the other hand and to throw it into the air, crying, “Long live the Emperor!” Love once more had inspired courage.’

(2) ‘Gilmour, of Mongolia, had been engaged in hot controversy with missionaries, and yet he was able to look back upon them with a happy smile as he left the room, and say, “My brothers, I love you all the same.” Personal injuries cannot kill love. It is far easier to forgive the one who has injured us than to forgive the one whom we have injured. It was said of Archbishop Cranmer, “If you want to make that man your friend, go and do him an injury.” How noble a copy of the love which cried, “Father, forgive them; they know not what they do’! That love above all other was able to “endure all things.”’

04 Chapter 4 
Verse 1
‘TO PLEASE GOD’
‘To please God.’

1 Thessalonians 4:1
A truly human and familiar expression is this! In such language Scripture appeals to the common sentiments of our human nature. It is sometimes thought derogatory to the Divine Being that the thoughts and emotions of our human nature should be attributed to Him. But God made man in His own image, and we may to some extent reason from the human to the divine.

I. God’s condescension and grace.—It must be borne in mind that God has a right to our service and obedience. If He deigns to represent Himself as pleased when that which is His due is offered to Him, this is an attractive representation of His love and kindness for which we cannot be sufficiently grateful.

II. The standard of Christian excellence and virtue.—A scholar often feels how hard it is truly to please his master. The standard of the preceptor is so lofty compared with that of the disciple, that there is felt to be room for study, for aspiration, for endeavour, for progress. The godly man feels that to please God is something far beyond and above him. To serve God, to obey God, is to please God. It is an inferior and unworthy aim to endeavour to please man, an aim which may often lead astray, for man is but man. But the spirit and conduct that shall please God are in the highest degree admirable, and, indeed, morally perfect.

III. The motive of Christian conduct.—It is sometimes hard for every one of us to do what is right from a sense of duty. We are not called upon to act simply from that motive. We are not servants merely; we are sons. Remembering how much we owe to our Lord and Saviour, can we do other than desire to please Him?

Illustration
‘If we wished to sum up religion in one sentence, we might say that it consists in a settled and deliberate purpose to please God. The advocates of every religion will accept this account of what they are really aiming at in their religious efforts. In the Old Testament there is a passage which represents Balak coming to the Prophet Balaam with this question: “Wherewith shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before the High God? Shall I come before Him with burnt offerings, with calves of a year old? Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, or with ten thousand rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my transgressions, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?” Now that seems to our eyes a very strange and repulsive conception of religion which these questions infer. In truth there is set out the current idea of pagan worshippers, and they accept the idea of God that paganism offered to its votaries. The Prophet makes answer to the questions by taking for granted this view of religion as essentially consisting in pleasing God; but he points out a very different source of information as to how man can please God. Not in the temper and cruelty of monarchs was the kind of worship found which would be acceptable to Him—there was a worthier and a nearer article of guidance which every man could consult, and which no man need misunderstand. “He hath showed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God.” Not the things which impress you most in the public life of the world, but rather those which must command the veneration of your own higher nature. These words of the Prophet are to be your guidance, when you seek to form some opinion of the Soul and Character of God, and to determine the kind of worship acceptable to Him. Not without you, but within you is the Divine witness.’

Verse 3
GOD’S WILL FOR THE CHRISTIAN
‘This is the will of God, even your sanctification.’

1 Thessalonians 4:3
These nine words have an interest all their own; but taken in their immediate connection, they are truly momentous and soul stirring. In order that we may please God, He will have us like Him. ‘This is the will of God,’ says the Apostle, ‘even your sanctification.’

I. The true nature of sanctification.—It is sinful man changed and raised into the image of Eternal Purity! And the transformation is thorough. It takes place in the soul, and can be seen by God only; it is then exhibited in the life, that it may be seen of angels and men. It includes several things—

(a) The abandonment of the world—not the natural world, but the carnal;

(b) The crucifixion of the flesh—its vain thoughts, unholy desires, unlovely actions;

(c) The consecration of the entire being—body, soul, and spirit, to the service of the Divine Master;

(d) The adoption of the law of heaven for the government of the life on earth.

II. The efficient means of obtaining it.

(a) The soul must first be cleansed from all natural impurity; and how and where can this be done? (Isaiah 1:18; 1 John 1:7).

(b) The Word of God as well as the Blood of Christ must perform its office in this wondrous change (John 17:17).

(c) The Spirit of holiness must operate in unison with the blood of Christ and the Word of God, and apply both to the soul of the believer (2 Corinthians 3:17-18).

(d) Prayer must ever ascend heavenward from the altar of the heart that this best and highest work may be divinely carried on, until the journey of life is over and the celestial Paradise is gained.

If this is God’s will concerning us, should it not be our will concerning ourselves?

Illustration
‘There can be nothing so great and blessed for any creature as to have God’s will perfected in it. “Thy will be done” is a prayer that pictures to us all struggle and misery at an end, and the sun shining down on a calm and green and fragrant world. Only in holiness are eternal life and blessedness possible. To have the thoughts pure, the life at every point and in all its interests set like music to the words of God’s law, the soul moulded into the image of Christ, that is to have eternal life begun. “In the keeping of Thy commandments there is great reward.”’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

HOLINESS
It is God’s will, the great purpose that He has at heart concerning men, that they should be holy. ‘Sanctify them through Thy truth: Thy word is truth.’ Pardon and all other blessings are a means to this great end. The Great Sculptor would think and plan and labour only for a torso, in room of a statue, without this; the Great Builder would never see the topstone on His chosen temple without this; the Great Husbandman would never taste of the fruit of His vineyard without this. Now, if our sanctification—our growing holiness here and our perfected holiness hereafter—is God’s will, then—

I. Holiness is a great and blessed consummation.

II. God will spare no pains to create and perfect holiness in a man’s soul.—He has spared no sacrifice, in that He sent His Son; for it was the very essence and heart of Christ’s mission to ‘purify unto Himself a peculiar people, zealous of good works.’ And still towards and in us He will direct His working to this great end. He will prune His vine, that it may bring forth more fruit. He will hammer the rude block, if need be, by the heavy strokes of that law of His which is both without and within a man, by the loving sternness of His Providence, etc., till the form of limb and feature stand out. He will cut and chisel and polish it till it becomes the fair image of Christ. And as we smart and weep, and wonder at our Heavenly Father’s severity, let us think of the great purpose on which He is bent, and hear in all our Saviour saying, ‘This is the will of God, even your sanctification.’

III. We are bound to co-operate with God in this great end.—‘God wills it,’ exclaimed the Crusaders, and buckled on their armour for the conquest of the Holy Land. ‘God wills it’ that we should fight and strive and pray for a purer and higher conquest, the attainment of holiness itself. And what a start God gives us in His full forgiveness through Christ! He thereby gives us freedom, gratitude, momentum; and in our whole warfare with sin He gives His Holy Spirit to inspire and direct and sustain. ‘Mortify therefore your members which are upon the earth; fornication, uncleanness,’ etc.

IV. We are assured of success.—If it is God’s will, then God’s will must be done. ‘If God be for us, who can be against us?’

Illustration
‘Sanctification means to make holy. In the Old Testament, vessels of silver and gold are said to be sanctified; and it will be quite plain to every one here that vessels cannot be made holy, as dumb unintelligent things, in the same sense as persons. Vessels and other things for the use of the worship of God in Tabernacle and Temple were to be sanctified to God in the first sense of that word, as they were set apart from profane and ordinary to sacred uses. A golden cup may be used for common purposes of drinking, or it may be set apart to be used only in the celebration of the Supper of the Lord. In this case it is separated to holy uses. When, therefore, St. Paul tells us, “This is the will of God, even your sanctification,” he means that both in our bodies and in our minds we should be separated, not only from the particular evil spoken of by the Epistle, but, in the full meaning of the word, from all evil. As Christians, we are to be set apart from all that is profane, wicked, and ungodly, and to wear the “white flower of a blameless life.”’

Verse 4
SANCTIFICATION AND HONOUR
‘That every one of you should know how to possess his vessel in sanctification and honour.’

1 Thessalonians 4:4
Here we have a call unto holiness.

I. The contrast.

(i.) Holiness is eternal and Divine—the everlasting God is the holy God.

(ii.) Man was created in the image of the holy God.

(iii.) By the first transgression holiness was lost; the flesh became prone to all uncleanness.

(iv.) Uncleanness was in the world before the flood, in the Gentiles, and in Israel.

(v.) Uncleanness, public and private, is in this professedly Christian land.

(vi.) The world winks at uncleanness, and tries to justify it. Not so God (Ephesians 5:6; 1 Thessalonians 4:7).

II. The call.

(i.) To Israel and the Church (Leviticus 20:7; 1 Peter 1:14-16).

(ii.) Holiness was taught by outward purifications under the law (Exodus 28:36).

(iii.) The reason for the call: God’s purpose is to make His children like Himself, to renew their lost holiness (Ephesians 1:4; Ephesians 4:22-24).

III. The grace.

(i.) The God of holiness is the God of grace.

(ii.) Grace to cleanse from uncleanness, by the atoning blood of Christ (1 Corinthians 5:11; 1 John 1:7; Revelation 1:5).

(iii.) Grace to sanctify, by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.

(iv.) Grace to strengthen, by the Holy Spirit enabling us to keep under the body.

IV. Warnings and exhortations.

(i.) The Word written uses great plainness of speech on this subject; so should the Word preached.

(ii.) The judgment recorded in Holy Scripture on the unclean. In one day God gave twenty-three thousand proofs of His hatred of uncleanness (1 Corinthians 10:8).

(iii.) To despise the call is to despise God, and to bring down His wrath here and hereafter.

(iv.) Secret sinner, your sin will find you out. He who exposed David’s sin will expose yours.

(v.) The effects of despising the call and doing what the Holy One hates are defiling, debasing, deadening, destroying.

(vi.) Your body is the temple of God. Guard it for Him against all profanation.

(vii.) Strive by prayer to be like Jesus—like Him in holiness now, that you may be like Him in glory hereafter.

Rev. Dr. Flavel Cook.

Illustration
‘The human body is elsewhere in Holy Scripture compared to a tabernacle or tent, here it is spoken of as a vessel. The two figures convey some common ideas, both represent that which contains the true life, and both refer to its temporary and not to its permanent occupation. Both also have their proper uses, but whilst a tent’s use is chiefly confined to its occupier, that of a vessel relates more to its owner. Regarding our bodies as tents provided for the time of our pilgrimage, we are bidden to use them aright in our own interest. But regarding them as vessels in the household of God, we have a higher view of them brought before us, and are reminded that those vessels are not only to be used by Him, but to be kept by His servants for Him, “purified and meet for the Master’s use” (2 Timothy 2:21).’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

KEEPING THE BODY
Everything has been done on God’s part to cleanse this vessel of our body, to fit it for a place in the many-mansioned home. We are shocked at the impiety of the heathen king who used the vessels which he had taken from the house of God in wanton revelry and sacrilegious blasphemy; but we are guilty of even greater impiety when we dishonour our bodies and make them instruments of sin.

I. By sanctification we understand a readiness to feel and cherish the motions of the indwelling Spirit, resulting in a continual restraint upon the corrupt desires of the flesh, and a more complete dedication of the whole being to its proper Lord. By honour we understand what we may call the proper self-respect due to the body, as a vessel of grace and glory; as the redeemed property of the Lord of Hosts, designed to contain heavenly treasure, destined to occupy a position of honour in heavenly places. There lies thus before us the service and the destiny of the vessel of the body, the charge of which is committed to us by Him to Whom we belong. Oh, that we may fulfil the trust by possessing them in sanctification and honour!

II. Not only Scripture, but nature itself cries out against their abuse.—We are told that in some countries a kind of glass was used for drinking-vessels, which cracked when certain common poison was put into them. In a similar way is it with our bodies; the poison of sin produces flaws in them, and abuse of their organs finds its natural result in pain, in disease, in death. Yet these results of sin may have a purifying effect if the true antidote be applied in time; and in the furnace of affliction our bodies may be so purged as to become again vessels unto honour sanctified and meet for the Master’s use.

III. We believe in the resurrection of the body; and we know that Jesus Himself has taken His human flesh, as the firstfruits of that resurrection, into heaven itself. This glorious prospect should surely stir our minds and move our hearts. It should remind us that our bodies are a precious gift, to be put to holy uses, destined for a glorious future. Let us then learn to set a right value upon them, and endeavour to possess them in sanctification and honour, remembering that we are pledged to keep them in temperance, soberness, and chastity, and that unless we do our best by God’s help to fulfil that pledge, we cannot hope to inherit His everlasting kingdom.

—Rev. G. Cecil White.

Illustration
‘If the Apostle selects only one example, and that chastity, of the duties we owe to ourselves, is not the reason clear that unchastity was just one of those vices to which a community like that of Thessalonica would be most prone? Think of the state of our great maritime and commercial centres in this land! Is not licentiousness a prevailing and damning sin? But the heathen knew nothing of that command, “Be ye holy, for I am holy.” Their very worship was the seat and home of unchastity, their very gods being pleased with the most horribly impure rites. If the Old Testament warned the Jews against these sins, must not an apostle of the pure and holy gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ warn Christian men against these sins? And so the Apostle teaches us our body is a temple of the Holy Ghost, or, as the words here used will at least bear interpreting, a vessel, our own vessel, of the Holy Spirit, which is to be kept in sanctification and honour. It is only under the Cross that we can learn that we, who belong to Christ, must “crucify the flesh with the affections and lusts thereof.”’

Verse 9
BROTHERLY LOVE
‘But as touching brotherly love ye need not that I write unto you: for ye yourselves are taught of God to love one another.’

1 Thessalonians 4:9
‘Taught of God to love one another!’ It was a new lesson. The Old World had nothing to show that was like it. A little society of men and women in a Greek city, under the Roman rule, sending a contribution to those who were poorer than themselves in other Greek cities, some thirty or forty miles away.

I. Brotherly love the note of Christian society.—This brotherly love was the first note of the primitive Christian society. This was so because that society was formed with the special purpose of continuing in the world the life of Christ. Christ’s life was preeminently a life of helpfulness. And this life of His was not lost to the world when He ascended into heaven. On the contrary, it was expanded into the life of a society created expressly to represent Him on earth, and to reproduce His service to others on a larger scale and in an abiding form. It was to grow and grow till it covered the world, and had absorbed into the life of service the whole of our humanity, making it one man in Christ. In this way, as St. Paul said, the Church was the fulfilment of Christ.

II. It is true fellowship.—It was not a mere sentiment; it was actual helpfulness, literal sharing, true fellowship. They had been taught of God to love one another, and they did it. The world saw what it had never seen before. ‘See how these Christians love one another!’ they exclaimed. The world saw, and shuddered at it. For a society like this, with ramifications all over the empire, bound by these ties of mutual support, its members ready to do or suffer anything for each other, what might it not accomplish? Its power was omnipotent; nothing could stand against it, unless it could be crushed in its youth.

III. The evil of internal division.—If the purposes of God to the world through the Church had not been hampered, and thwarted, and thrown back by human frailty and by the wiles of the Devil, the one Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church, in which we still say that we believe, must have proved irresistible. Two thousand years would have been more than enough to win the world for Christ. But you know the sad story. The mantle of Christ is rent, and faith can scarce bear the strain of this lifelong punishment. And the worst of it all is that we do not see the sin of it, but as it is written, ‘My people love to have it so.’

IV. Get back to the ideal.—Is it wonderful, in face of this spirit of division and of antagonism, that serious men should come to the conclusion that Church life is no longer a way of blessing and of peace? We have brought it upon ourselves by our forgetfulness of Christ’s primary lesson of self-sacrifice, service, love. We must get back to the ideal of the earliest days. We must pray that this ideal may rise once more before our minds, that we may no longer be content with our divided state; that the Holy Spirit of fellowship may brood over the chaos and confusion of our English religious life, and uplift out of it, as He only can, order, and harmony, and love. With the Holy Spirit of unity as our teacher, we may once more be taught of God to love one another.

—Dean Armitage Robinson.

Illustration
‘The world tried to crush the early Church by fire and sword, but the blood of “the martyrs was the seed of the Church.” The more they trod on it the stronger it grew, till it claimed at last, under Constantine, to be recognised as the only true religion of the empire itself. A little later Julian—who had been trained as a Greek, but afterwards endeavoured to resuscitate the old Roman religion, and therefore was called the Apostate—Julian, knowing the secret of the strength of Christianity, endeavoured to defeat it by copying it. But the spirit of fellowship could not be created by imperial edicts any more than it can be to-day by Acts of Parliament. The world could only be one man in Christ, and Julian miserably failed. “Oh, Galilæan, Thou hast conquered!” he was reported to have said with his last breath. The fact was true, whether the story be historical or not. The life of Christ reproduced in the Church His Body, and His fulfilment was divinely strong. They had been taught of God to love one another.’

Verse 10-11
QUIET WORK
‘We exhort you … that ye study to be quiet, and to do your own business, and to work with your own hands, even as we charged you.’

1 Thessalonians 4:10-11
While no good man can look on with indifference at the conditions of life in England, while a selfish acquiescence in mere personal comfort is profoundly immoral, it is quite possible, on the other hand, to dwell on these things in a morbid and unprofitable manner. Let us, as one help against morbid anxiety, leading as it so often does to spurious excitement—let us remember always that the world is in God’s hands, not in the Devil’s, and not at all in ours; and further, that things may not be as bad as they seem to us. Nor is it true to assert that the masses are being utterly neglected, or that a very vast permanent work has not been, and is not going on among them. Much is being done, but much more is required.

I. The whole aim of our lives should be to work for God, to spread His kingdom.

II. The life of Christ and the life of His holiest saints will save you from needless self-reproach, if while doing your best you are neither called to, nor fitted for, any loud or prominent ministries. What was the life of our Blessed Lord on earth? Except one anecdote of His boyhood, the far greater part of His life—thirty years of His life from infancy to manhood—are summed up in the one word: ‘the Carpenter.’ During all those years of silent preparations and holy quietness, growing as a lily by the water-courses, He was teaching us the eternal lesson that the Kingdom of God is within us; that the life of the true Christian is ‘hid with Christ in God,’ and that the main work in the world of the vast majority of mankind is—each in our own sphere, each by the use of our special gifts—to set the example of faithful duty. Let nothing rob us of the meaning of that life of utter calm and holy self-repression, of lowly service and humble silence.

III. If now and then in the centuries, the Church has needed the apocalyptic fulmination of the Baptist, the battling words of St. Paul, the fretting restlessness of a Bernard, the high thunderings of a Savonarola, the fierce utterances of a Luther, the passionate oratory of a Whitefield, there is yet more constant need for virtues which are within the reach of every one of us; for the quietude of Mary sitting humbly at her Saviour’s feet; for the soft, silent pictures of Fra Angelico; for the inward collectedness of St. Thomas à Kempis; for the genial playfulness of Addison; for the magnificent studies of Newton; for the secluded life of Wordsworth; for the pastoral calm of Oberlin; for the sweet songs and parish charities of Keble; for the cloistered retirement of Newman—yes, and for millions of men who have possessed their souls in patience, and for millions of women, happily innocent of all oratory, and not learned save in gracious household ways.

—Dean Farrar.

Illustrations
(1) ‘When Livingstone was charged with neglecting missionary work he boldly answered, “My views of missionary duty are not so contracted as those whose only ideal is a man with a Bible under his arm. I have laboured in bricks and mortar, and at the forge, and at the carpenter’s bench, and in medical practice, as well as in preaching. I am serving Christ when I shoot a buffalo for my men, or take an astronomical observation, or write to one of His children who forgot, during the little moment of penning a note, that charity which is eulogised as ‘thinking no evil.’”’

(2) ‘Have we not many examples of that “ornament of a meek and quiet spirit which is in the sight of God of great price”? There was that good Lord Hatherley, whose glory and happiness it was, although he had I been Lord Chancellor of England, to work for forty years as a humble I Sunday-school teacher. Sunday after Sunday he had taught the children of the poor.’

Verse 13
THE COMMUNION OF SAINTS*
‘But I would not have you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning them which are asleep, that ye sorrow not, even as others which have no hope.’

1 Thessalonians 4:13
The way in which Saints’ days appeal to different individuals must depend upon individual disposition. But however we regard the ordinary Saints’ day, there is surely one festival that must appeal to any one who thinks at all, and that is the festival of All Saints.

I. The communion of Saints.—All Saints’ Day is a day on which we show whether those words ‘I believe in the communion of Saints’ have any meaning at all. There is probably not one of us who has not somebody beyond the veil, some one in Paradise, some one we strive, though but with a feeble longing, to get into closer communion with, some we have ‘loved long since and lost a while.’

II. Life after death.—Where is the soul? Where shall I go when I die? I know I shall not merely sleep. I have heard the text ‘where the tree falls there shall it lie,’ but God has spoken louder than that: He has said He is not the God of the dead, but of the living. And my Lord and Master, when He came down to earth to reveal my Father’s mind to me, knew I should want to know something of the life after death. He did not tell me much, but He told that little very clearly. You remember the parable of Dives and Lazarus, you remember the conversation which Jesus represented as taking place between two men. There is not only a conversation, which of course means life, but there is an appeal to memory of the things in this world. And then we know that our Lord did not go to heaven on His death, but to ‘preach to the spirits in prison’—in a place of safe keeping. You do not preach to people who are incapable of hearing—who are asleep. So our Lord would have us clearly understand that those loved ones whom we think of individually and collectively on All Saints’ Day are alive in the full sense of the word.

III. In God’s safe keeping.—How, then, shall we think of those who are dead? A family never gets smaller. It has some of its members behind the veil, but all are to be joined together again. Scripture does not reveal very much, but we have very sound ground to go on. Surely we may understand this: the very word life means progress, development in one direction or another. Those in Paradise gain a clearer knowledge, a closer communion with God. We do not know what the saints are doing, we know nothing about Paradise, but we know that God has them in safe keeping. And one day we hope to join them. What are you and I doing to prepare for the fuller life beyond the veil?

Rev. R. M. Carrick.

Verse 14
REUNION IN ETERNITY
‘If we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so them also that are fallen asleep in Jesus will God bring with Him.’

1 Thessalonians 4:14
The text discloses to us two blessed and consolatory truths, each containing in regard of those that die in Christ the holiest and deepest consolation.

I. Those who have loved the Lord, and have departed hence in His faith and fear, pass into a union with Him that becomes ever closer and closer, and in special cases may even be crowned with that first Resurrection of which, in one well-known passage in the last book of Holy Scripture, there is such precise and definite mention. To those who have loved the Lord on earth and have loved Him to the last, this text plainly tells us we may confidently believe there will be this closer union—the degree of closeness depending on the depth and reality of the love.… And this, let it be remembered, is no isolated text; this is by no means the only passage in which we have the same great consolatory truth, that by the Lord’s Resurrection death has verily been swallowed up in victory, and is to the believer no longer the curse, but the blessed mode of entry into a truer union with the Lord.

II. But the deeper heart-question still remains: Can there be, will there be, reunion hereafter with those we have loved here on earth? Yea, verily, who can doubt it, for those that die in Christ. If the text tells us that to the faithful death bears with it a closer union with Christ, and that to die is gain, it assuredly also tells us that there will be a true, real, and blessed reunion hereafter with all that we have loved on earth, and who have died in the faith of the Lord. When Christ returns, God Himself—such are the plain words of the text—will bring with the Redeemer, all in one blessed and united company, the redeemed; and, as another passage still more precisely declares, will Himself—Himself, the God of the spirits of all flesh—wipe away every tear in the limitless joy of that last and indissoluble reunion. In Him everything that ministers to the fulness of holy joy will be vouchsafed to us, every pure sympathy will be responded to, every longing of holy love will be tenderly satisfied. If we are truly His, that communion of saints which, in the Apostles’ Creed, we profess as one of the fundamental articles of our faith, will attain its fullest perfection and development.

III. Could communion be perfect if souls that had been united by the closest bond here on earth were to lose all consciousness of that bond in the world beyond, and all that constituted personality were to be forgotten or obliterated? No, though it be right for us to say, with the Apostle, ‘that it is not yet made manifest what we shall be,’ and that many things connected with personal identity here may, by the very assumption of the glorified body, become modified hereafter, still of this we may feel the most abiding assurance that whatever has constituted the truest communion of souls on this side the grave will continue when at last all are united—and continue not only unimpaired but enhanced. Yea, verily, if personal recognition and knowledge be an inseparable element of the truest communion here on earth, so must it be for ever. If God, who is love, brings again all who have been laid to sleep in Jesus, will He withhold from them that knowledge and recognition without which personal love could never be complete and perfected?

—Bishop Ellicott.

Illustration
‘The inability to be comforted, the unresigned state of soul that cannot wipe away its tears of bitterness, will ever be found a certain index that true faith in the fact of the Lord’s Resurrection has not yet been vouchsafed to the soul. Of this there are often very sad illustrations. In many of the public comments that are made on the death of public men, there is a distinct pagan element in thought, epithet, and expression that reveal the utterly imperfect recognition of the truth and reality of the Resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ which, I fear, is now very unmistakably to be traced in current literature of the day. The Lord’s Resurrection is not exactly denied except by the professed opponents of Christianity; but it is left as something which lies outside the sphere of historical investigation, and can never be soberly regarded as ministering any real consolation on the bitterness of human sorrows and bereavement. In a word, the power of the Resurrection in its holiest application to the individual soul is deemed to be nothing more than an innocent illusion; and a distinct statement is put aside as belonging only to the poetry of religion.’

Verse 16
HIMSELF!
‘The Lord Himself.’

1 Thessalonians 4:16
Nothing is of any value that does not spring from personal love to, and communion with, Christ Himself. He came to earth and returned to heaven, and what has He left us to cheer our hearts, to occupy our souls, and to feed our hopes? Himself!

I. Would it rejoice our heart if we were sure to live to see the coming of the Lord, and to see His glorious appearing and retinue?

II. Death, as death, is an enemy.

III. But the thoughts of the coming of the Lord are most sweet and joyful.—It is the character of His saints to love His appearing, and to look for that blessed hope. ‘The Spirit and the Bride say, Come; even so, come, Lord Jesus.’ Come quickly, is the voice of faith, and hope, and love. If death be the last enemy to be destroyed at the resurrection, we may learn how earnestly believers should long and pray for the Second Coming of Christ, when this full final conquest shall be made.

Illustration
‘I have not the shadow of a doubt that we shall be in the closest intercourse again with all we have ever loved upon earth. But mark the jealousy of the Holy Ghost for the solitary glory of Christ. As the passage goes on, the “them”—“the dead in Christ”—is dropped, and “Jesus” stands alone; “we shall be caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air; and so shall we ever be”—not “with them,” but, so prominent and solitary is Jesus, “with the Lord.” As when He said, “In My Father’s house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and receive you unto Myself; that where I am”—not where the families in the “mansion” are, though they are there—but “where I am, there ye may be also.”’

Verse 17
WORDS OF COMFORT
‘So shall we ever be with the Lord.’

1 Thessalonians 4:17
These words come to us as words of comfort, words of hope, in our hours of bereavement. They emphasise one of the great lessons taught us by the Resurrection, that because Christ rose from the dead the future of the believer is assured.

I. Our blessed dead.—We are often puzzled about the state of our blessed dead, but God’s Holy Word tells us all we need to know about them. No doubt it leaves much to be revealed at that great day when all secrets shall be disclosed; but the Apostle tells us clearly (1 Thessalonians 4:13-14) that the soul which has passed away in the faith of Christ is with Jesus. ‘Them also which sleep in Jesus’ is the phrase used, and there could not be a more beautiful description of the faithful departed. Truly St. Paul had ground for rebuking unseemly grief. We are not to sorrow as those who have no hope; we have a sure and certain hope, and it is fixed upon the Risen Saviour.

II. It was this great doctrine of Jesus and the Resurrection that St. Paul first preached to the Thessalonians (Acts 17:3); and now, when he is writing to them, calling them to sanctification, he reminds them again that it is Jesus and the Resurrection which is their one hope for this world, the world to come, and through all eternity.

III. But the Apostle looks forward.—He knows something of the depth of human sorrow: he knows how the heart bleeds when a loved one is taken from our side; he knows how eagerly we anticipate the great reunion. And in great and solemn words he tells us that when the Lord shall come the second time ‘the dead in Christ shall rise first,’ and ‘then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air; and so shall we ever be with the Lord.’ That is our hope for our loved ones who have gone before; that is our hope for ourselves who will follow after—an eternity spent together with the Lord.

IV. Let us learn some practical lessons for our own comfort from these words of the Apostle.

(a) The chief joy of heaven. To us the chief joy of heaven will be that we shall be in the presence of Jesus. To be with Christ, that is the deepest aspiration of the Christian heart.

(b) The union of Christ and the believer. Do not these words of St. Paul to the Thessalonians emphasise the closeness of the union which exists between Christ and the believer? ‘In Jesus’ (1 Thessalonians 4:14), ‘In Christ’ (1 Thessalonians 4:16)—could anything be closer? This beautiful idea sends us back to the words of the Master Himself. ‘I go to prepare a place for you.… I will come again and receive you unto Myself, that where I am there ye may be also.’ No separation; absolute identity; and, ‘for ever with the Lord.’ And as the believer is, and will be, one with Christ, so in that great Resurrection Day shall we be one with each other. That will be the great reunion—

Father, sister, child, and mother

Meet once more.

We are looking forward to that day. At every Eucharist, when we thank God for His servants departed this life in His faith and fear, we pray that ‘with them we may be partakers of the Heavenly Kingdom.’
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Verse 15
THE GOLDEN RULE
‘See that none render evil for evil unto any man; but ever follow that which is good, both among yourselves, and to all men.’

1 Thessalonians 5:15
The Apostle is writing to the Thessalonian converts some very practical rules as to their manner of life as Christians. We do not know how long it was since they had accepted the message of the new and glorious life which he had brought them, but we do know that he considered them not fully established in the faith and practice of the religion of Christ, or he would certainly not have given them such elementary counsel and commandment as we find in our text. For it is the old, old golden rule over again, the basis of all the teaching of his Master and ours.

I. Have we advanced?—But what shall we say of ourselves after nineteen hundred years of Christianity? Can we say with any truth that we have advanced farther or as far as those new disciples of St. Paul? For if we have professed, if we indeed know and love and live out the will of our Master, why is it still necessary to be ever insisting on the obligation of carrying out this fundamental law of human life as Christ intended it to be lived? It seems to me sometimes that we are going backwards—not merely looking backwards but actually going backwards.

II. Rendering evil.—We see men in the struggle for wealth caring little what happens to their neighbour if only they can have what they seek; we see and know of hearts being crushed everywhere, and we know that even religion takes no note of the fact, but preaches tamely, as though we were on the high road to the millennium. We read, too, accounts of men and women exerting all their God-given powers, not for the purpose of doing good, but of bringing sorrow and despair on those who have never wronged them! Are we, then, to blame the teachings of Jesus Christ for not mitigating the cruelty and sorrow in the world? Can it really be said that such a course of conduct is utterly impossible in God’s own world?

III. Back to the teaching of Christ.—Do you believe it would be a calamity if, instead of the false and hollow system under which we exist at the present moment, the teachings of Christ in their literal entirety, and the results which flow from those teachings, were set up in its place? In short, if love reigned instead of hate, unselfishness instead of greed and covetousness, peace instead of war—would it not be gain rather than loss, for, at all events, the majority of mankind? But I fear that even if Christ Himself were to come among us again, He would meet with no better reception than was accorded Him in Jerusalem long ago. We, also, most of us, at least, should call Him a dreamer and enthusiast; an unpractical theorist; and the Sermon on the Mount would be listened to with the wonder which changes to sarcasm. The nearer we approach to Him, the nobler we are, the gentler we are, the kindlier we are. For He it is, the Light of the World, Who alone reveals to us the truth which makes life—even our life here on earth—glorious, and the prospect of the Eternal life bright with no earthly radiance.

—Rev. A. C. Vully de Candole.

Illustration
‘I do not find in the gospel that Jesus tells us to inquire the circumstances of the person to whom we give voluntarily or who asks of us. In fact, it appears to me that He emphatically forbids us to judge any one in any matter whatever. When shall we who call ourselves Christians cease to juggle with and try to obscure and hide and explain away the plain teaching of Jesus Christ? There are people who say that it would be “harmful and mischievous” to try and do as Christ says. In a word, we are assured that while the gospels contain a very beautiful theory of life, it is a theory that cannot be applied to existing affairs without producing disaster.’

Verse 17
A CHRISTIAN’S DUTY
‘Pray without ceasing.’

1 Thessalonians 5:17
How shall we use this help to holiness so that we may be able to get a tighter grasp of this sanctity that God has put within our reach? How shall we pray?

I. We must pray with preparation.—We must not go into the audience-chamber of God with lips unprepared, or hearts not made ready. Before thou prayest prepare thyself.

II. Pray with reverence.—Before we pray let us realise what prayer means; before we begin to speak to God let us realise that it is God to Whom we are about to speak; that it is God Who is listening to us, the Holy God, ready to hear and answer the prayers of us who are so sinful. Will there then be need to tell us to be reverent? ‘Put off thy shoes from thy feet, for the place whereon thou standest is holy ground.’

III. We must pray with faith.—Not, I mean, believing that God will answer our prayers in the way that we look for them, not that He will give us exactly the blessings we ask for, that is not faith; but the perfect trust in God’s wisdom and love that He hears our prayers, that he answers our prayers not according to our ignorance in asking, but according to His great wisdom Who gives us what we ask. According to thy faith shall it be done.

IV. Pray with perseverance.—‘Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened.’ So Jesus at the Garden of Gethsemane prays; He prays the same words. Oh, yes, ‘heaviness may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning.’

—Bishop C. J. Ridgeway.

Illustration
‘Prayer is a duty. God is our Creator—prayer is the duty that we owe Him as creatures that bow before Him in awe. God is our King—prayer is the duty that we owe to our King as subjects that draw near to Him in lowly reverence. God is our Father—prayer is the duty that as children we pay to Him as we draw near to Him in love. Prayer is a duty; yes, then every Christian when he prays is a priest going into the audience-chamber of God Himself, and spreading out his hands at the throne of grace, and offering his sacrifice always acceptable to God.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

THOUGHTS ABOUT PRAYER
Consider:—

I. What prayer is.—Intercourse between God and man.

II. The dignity of prayer.—It brings us into the very presence of God.

III. The power of prayer.—It can rule the world.

IV. The duty of constancy in prayer.—For supplication must be constant as well as persevering, therefore ‘Pray without ceasing.’

Illustration
‘We began to pray when we were little children, and we must pray on till death comes; and though in the hour of death the man may not be able to hear what is said to him, yet we know he can pray, although he cannot listen, by the movement of his lips. And who shall say that in paradise we shall not pray? What! be taught, be educated in the school of Jesus without wanting to know more! And who shall say that in heaven we shall not pray? for how can we gaze on God in His beauty and not ask that we may know more of God? But prayer is this, not only to do with the whole of life, but it pervades everything in the Christian life. Meditation, fasting, almsgiving, worship, communion, none of these things is possible without prayer; prayer is the first necessary condition of the sustenance of the spiritual life. Nothing can take the place of prayer, no efforts, no communion, no wishes, none of these can be put in the place of prayer, for “Prayer is the Christian’s vital breath,” and a prayerless soul is a dead soul.’

Verse 19
QUENCHING THE SPIRIT
‘Quench not the Spirit.’

1 Thessalonians 5:19
Look where we find this injunction. It is in the midst of other injunctions. We are to rejoice evermore. We are to pray without ceasing. We are in everything to give thanks. We are not to despise prophesyings. And we are not to quench the Spirit. Now we may rest assured that the Apostle Paul was not the man to spend his time and energy in warning men against impossible sins.

Let us consider the various ways in which the Spirit may be quenched.

I. The most obvious and certain way to extinguish fire is by pouring water on it, and the most direct way of quenching the Spirit is the commission of sin, and determined resistance to holy influences. Every unholy action, word, purpose, every evil thought encouraged, is like water poured on fire, for these are not so opposed the one to the other as sin to the nature of Him Who is called the Holy Spirit.

II. The Spirit may also be quenched by resistance.—You have been kept for a time from a sin by a sense of its folly, wickedness, and danger. But you persisted in taking your own course. In doing so you deliberately thrust away the Friend Who sought to restrain you from doing yourself injury. By this direct opposition you were quenching the Spirit. But He has not forsaken you, for He is slow to anger and plenteous in mercy.

III. The Spirit may be quenched by worldliness.—Without any direct intention to extinguish a fire, one thing after another may be heaped upon it until it goes out. So the Spirit may be quenched not only by direct opposition, but by worldliness of mind. The thoughts may be so absorbed by things seen and temporal as to leave no time nor inclination to attend to the things which are unseen and eternal.

Illustration
‘There is something worse than pain, and that is the absence of pain. When a man lying on his bed is racked in agony we pity, and we stand by his side, and take his hand, and say, “We hope you may have strength to be patient.” It is far more pitiable next morning when we come, and he says, “This morning, suddenly the pain disappeared, and I am now quite well.” Quite well; with the sunken circle beneath the eye, and death’s pale ensigns upon his cheek. That is the most pitiable of all. Outside the door, when the door is closed upon him, we look at the physician, and he shakes his head. “Yes; mortification has set in.” We thought so. It was the beginning of the end. The absence of religions conviction is the most awful thing in human history. It is the insensibility of the soul. We are capable—take this in, and carry it away with you now—capable of spiritual suicide. It is given to us to refuse the Spirit of God, or to yield to it.’

Verse 21
THE DUTY OF INQUIRY
Prove all things.’

1 Thessalonians 5:21
There was the amplest justification in the history of the Church for these warnings. St. Paul warns the elders of Ephesus (Acts 20:30) of the peril which false prophets threatened. Later history showed that peril in a much more aggravated form than was known to the Church of apostolic days. Prophets abounded, and came to great honour in the ministry. With the good were found the evil. Occasionally into the ranks of the prophets there crept men who cared exceedingly little for the Spirit of God, but much for wealth, for advancement, for personal power. Then, more than ever, it was seen with what loving foresight our Lord had bidden all ‘beware of false prophets,’ and St. Paul had been moved to warn Thessalonian believers to ‘prove all things.’

St. Paul’s words, in their natural context, had therefore a clear and pertinent meaning for the early Church. But how shall we take the words and apply them to our own day and our own affairs?

I. Where are the prophets?—They are not wholly lacking. It would be a presumptuous limitation of the powers of the Holy Spirit to suggest that He does not as truly direct the speech of some as He did upon the Day of Pentecost. We humbly believe such inspiration to be frequent; it is to be sought and looked for. But the statement of every man who cries ‘Thus saith the Lord’ must bear the test of such proof as the cautions of Christ and of St. Paul would suggest. A deeper conviction of the Holy Spirit’s power may well be sought; preachers would take their preaching more seriously, and hearers might less often drift into bored and listless inattention.

But there is another and a wider application of the same words. There are other pulpits besides those of the churches, and other prophets than those of the ministry.

II. Practically what St. Paul may say to us is, ‘Cultivate an intelligent, reliable judgment in regard to all influence upon life and thought.’ There are reasons why we may extend the area of his advice. Teachers have multiplied who obtain willing pupils within the Christian Church. They are listened to with as much devotion as any ancient hearers gave to any ancient prophet. They deliver themselves upon questions of faith as well as of morals. Their influence is inevitable and must be counted with; but we are responsible for our own subservience to them. They cannot answer for us at the bar of God. We are, indeed, responsible for the effect our words and deeds have upon others; but each must also answer for himself, and himself bear his own burden of punishment.

III. But our responsibility is, of course, limited.—We can only prove and try within the bounds of our own knowledge and capabilities. The old woman in a rustic cottage cannot prove the prophet when he speaks on Biblical archaeology, or the young man of business try the prophet discoursing upon the textual criticism. Beyond our proper range no responsibility is laid upon us by God. But even then, when all allowance has been made, how vast a field remains, as to which from the time we begin to exercise an intelligent judgment, responsibility lies upon us! It covers much of the domain of faith. Men and women move amidst a babel of contradictory statements. You are told by one that a thing is false, by another that it is true, and you have to exercise your judgment upon it. If you shrink from this, you must either fall into the arms of an infallible Church, or drift aimlessly from side to side, or take refuge in utter unbelief. It is very much your business to arrive at a right judgment; you cannot evade the responsibility.

Rev. A. R. Buckland.

Illustration
‘You must have noticed in St. Paul’s epistles two strongly contrasted styles. At one time he gives himself to a long, carefully reasoned, yet, owing to his vehement nature, in parts involved argument. You may find such an argument in the opening chapters of the Epistle to the Romans, or in the well-known chapter, 1 Corinthians 15., in which he discusses the resurrection of the dead. At another time he produces a series of short, pithy sentences, dealing with the details of everyday life among his converts. He speaks to them in the plainest of language, in terms which might be passed from man to man, or from parent to child, and understood by the simplest minds in the Church. You have examples of such a style in Romans 12., in Colossians 3:4., and in the chapter from which my text is taken. St. Paul’s letters, indeed, always most happily combine two things, which not seldom are most unhappily divorced. He both carefully establishes the foundations of the faith, and gives the plainest advice upon Christian conduct. He is not willing that any man should misunderstand or corrupt the faith of his Master; nor yet that any convert should be in doubt as to the moral habit which that faith demands of him.’

Verse 23
THREE IN ONE
‘I pray God your whole spirit and soul and body be preserved blameless unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.’

1 Thessalonians 5:23
I want you to think of body, soul, and spirit, three in one, in every child of man, in you and me. And yet each one of us is one.

I. Consider the language of the Apostle.—He speaks of the body, by which he would have us understand the animal life, the life that we share with the beasts, birds, and creeping things; this external form. But, next, St. Paul speaks of the ‘soul.’ What does he mean by that? The soul is the immortal part of our complex humanity; those powers of the man which are natural to him, and not known to be natural to the animals. But, though higher than the mere physical faculties, the faculties of the soul are not the highest or the noblest parts of the nature of man. Accordingly, and with a set purpose, the Apostle speaks of a third element in the constitution of humanity; a very different one, again, and infinitely surpassing the other two, and that is the ‘spirit.’

II. Corresponding to the threefold nature of man there is clearly visible the condition of unity in God, and of Trinity also in Him. We find, and ought not to be surprised to find, in Holy Scripture that three distinct consciousnesses and acts appropriate to each consciousness exist in the Godhead. The Unitarian and the Sabellian maintain that the unity of God consists simply in a unity of person, now expressing Himself in the Father, now in the Son, and now in the Holy Ghost. That is an error; that is heresy. We must believe that in the sense of exercising the power of consciousness and its various attributes, there are three powers of consciousness in which God is made known to us.

(a) He is the author of life, and in this aspect is the Father of all mankind; the Father of even more than mankind—of all creation.

(b) But the exercise of the consciousness of these powers and attributes of the Godhead are most eminently revealed to us in what we call the Person of the Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. And this, not because of the accident of the Fall, an event which happened on one fatal occasion in the long-drawn days of eternity, ‘God … of the substance of the Father, begotten before the worlds … God of God, very God of very God,’ equal with the Father; as touching the Godhead, Whom the Unitarian considers to be only a divine humanity; we hold to be—not to have been—from all eternity the Humanity of Deity. Had there been in the Divine Being no humanity, I do not know how it would have fared with us. Certainly the redemption is the outcome of this humanity in the Deity. We speak of God’s justice, that is the humanity in the Deity.

(c) And yet Pentecost shows us a more intimate and closer relationship still, through the Third Person in the ever-blessed Trinity; the power and inspiration of the Holy Ghost. Body is controlled by soul, soul by spirit, the spirit by the sanctifying influences of the Holy Ghost.

—Dean Maclure.

Illustration
‘It is beyond question that the doctrine of the Trinity is held by many to be so mysterious that, in their minds, it has been held to belong rather to the theologian and not to the everyday Christian. To this the teaching of our Lord’s life gives a clear and explicit contradiction, in the Holy Gospel according to St. John. No wonder the Unitarian has put himself to all kinds of shifts to dispose of this Gospel. I do not marvel that he should have done so, because, if you will read it with ordinary intelligence, you can never forget this, that the Lord Jesus Christ, Who wore your nature and mine for a season, if He asserts anything in that holy Gospel, Jesus asserts concerning Himself positively, the conditions that He was “coeternal and coequal” with the Father. Of the Godhead He assumes everything Himself. And He showed us, after His own departure also, that the Trinity and the coequality of God the Father, and God the Son, pertained also to God the Holy Ghost. The same attributes of Godhead are taken for granted all through the Epistles, and notably in the Revelation of St. John, where the Deity of the Eternal is represented constantly as triune, and invoked in those words in which we pledge God with all solemnity: “Holy! Holy! Holy! Lord God Almighty.”’

Verse 24
WHAT GOD DOES
‘Faithful is He that calleth you, Who also will do it.’

1 Thessalonians 5:24
The reason why most Christians are not so happy as they might be, is this: they are looking for their proofs and encouragements in their own hearts, and not in God. The ultimate appeal, the true logic of the soul, the only resting-place, is here: God is God, and God is true. ‘Faithful is He that calleth you, Who also will do it.’

I. ‘The calling’—what is it?—Every ‘call’ of God, when rightly interpreted, means either ‘Come to Me!’ or,’ Come nearer to Me!’ or, ‘Come back to Me!’ And every one of us has one or another of these ‘calls’ at this moment. But sometimes a ‘call’ takes a more definite shape. It is a ‘call’ to some specific work. Three things should generally combine to make that ‘call.’ A ‘call’ from the Holy Ghost within you; a ‘call’ of Providence; and a ‘call’ of the Church. If those three unite, the ‘call’ is real and probably imperative.

II. To what is God ‘faithful’?
(a) To you: ‘I will never leave you, or forsake you.’

(b) To His own work: ‘He Which hath begun a good work in you, will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ.’

(c) To His own Word: ‘His Word continueth ever.’

(d) To His covenant: ‘My covenant will I not break, nor alter the thing that is gone out of My lips.’

(e) And that beautiful ‘Nevertheless.’ ‘Nevertheless My loving-kindness will I not utterly take from him, nor suffer My faithfulness to fail.’

(f) And to Himself: ‘I am the Lord, I change not.’

III. And what will He do with us?—Everything. Everything. He will be to you the very God of peace. ‘And the very God of peace will sanctify you wholly; and your whole spirit and soul and body shall be preserved blameless until the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.’ Is not it everything? ‘Faithful is He that calleth you, Who also will do it.’ Grand words! Too grand for the faithless one to ask; but not too grand for the Faithful One to do.

Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘If any one should think that this text is unpractical, and that it might lead to spiritual pride or carelessness, let him remember where it comes; after what a long list of most minute commands and duties. And then let him look into his own heart, and he will find this, that the more confident we are at the beginning that we shall succeed, the better we always do everything. And he will fully feel how rightly it adjusts the whole subject. We are to “forgive,” to “rejoice,” to “pray,” and “praise”; never to “quench,” never to “despise” the Spirit’s work; to “prove,” to “hold fast,” to “abstain from all appearance of evil,” to be “holy,” “perfect,” and “blameless.” But all the while, when we have done it all—we are laid in the dust, while it is our faithful God, and only He, Who did it all.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

PERSEVERANCE
Do what? It is explained in the verse before: ‘I pray God your whole spirit and soul and body be preserved blameless unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.’ That is, that they may persevere. The Apostle prays that God may preserve them blameless unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. ‘Faithful is He that calleth you, Who also will do it’; He will give them the gift of perseverance.

I. It would be absolutely unnecessary for St. Paul to pray that the gift of perseverance might be given to his converts if any such theory were true as that, once saved always saved. It is perfectly obvious that if once saved always saved, if St. Paul had believed that, then he certainly would not have prayed that their salvation might go on, that they might have the gift of perseverance.

II. The gift of perseverance is not the same as perseverance in us; the gift of perseverance is a power given to us by God in order that there may come out in us the fruit of perseverance. They are two distinct things; sometimes the gift of perseverance has been spoken of as passive perseverance; while the result in us is spoken of as active perseverance. We must not analyse too much in that direction. The gift of perseverance is that power given to us by God to enable us to bring out in our lives the power of perseverance.

III. By what means or conditions, by what inner conditions, shall we best keep the gift of perseverance that God gives us?
(a) The first is said to be fidelity to grace; our being faithful to the grace that God gives us.

(b) The next is the following the impulses of grace in our action, in our heart, in our affections; the allowing our heart to play upon those things which God’s grace points out as fit subjects for our regard, our love, our devotion.

And the third thing meant by fidelity to grace is this: the being faithful to the action of the Holy Spirit in our will.

All these things affect our conduct. The first points out what we ought to do; the second what we ought to like; the third what we ought to resolve upon and fulfil.

—Rev. R. J. Wilson.

Illustration
‘We must meditate frequently on the follies of those who began so well and ended so badly. You can think of them in the Bible; think of Balaam the seer, and his miserable end; you can think of Solomon, the wisest man, led into sin through sensuality; you can think of Judas, once an innocent boy, with those gifts and graces and capacities which our Lord saw were such as fitted him to become an Apostle, and yet forfeiting everything through the sin of covetousness; or think of Demas, who endured all the hardships of Paul’s missionary life, and then deserted because he loved this present world. There are plenty of subjects through which we can bring home to our minds that however well we may have begun, still there is the risk of losing this precious gift of perseverance.’

(THIRD OUTLINE)

THE CALL TO MISSIONARY SERVICE*
The words of praise pass into a demand for service—the pilgrim’s psalm into the apostolic counsel. We look upon all that God has done, in spite of our wilfulness and weakness, and we cry, ‘From strength to strength.’ We look upon all that rises before us incomplete and unattempted, and, in spite of our misgivings and failures, our cry comes back to us, changed and yet the same, ‘Faithful is He that calleth.’

I. He that calleth now with a voice never before more articulate and more inspiring.—Look at what has been openly effected by Christian teaching in India. But those who are best able to judge assure us that its measurable results are but a small part of its total influence on practice and opinion. Dissatisfaction with the old faiths has been deepened by the recognition of a purer ideal of duty. Something has been done to show that a true religion—and man is born religious—must be a spring of moral energy. The gospel is seen to be more than an exotic creed. The rapid organisation of a native ministry has brought it nearer to the hearts of the people, and proved that it is in no sense a peculiar possession of their conquerors.

II. But the time is short, and cannot return.—Never was there an occasion when more seemed to human eyes to be imperilled in the faith, the energy, the devotion of a generation. The conquest of India for Christ is the conquest of Asia for Christ. And the conquest of Asia seems to offer the near vision of the consummation of the Kingdom of God. So God calls us; calls us by the circumstances of national development, calls us by the political conditions of our empire, calls us by our position and character as Englishmen. We must be a missionary people.

III. The experience of the mission field meets, in a word, the necessities of our time of trial.—For what we need now, above all things, is the assurance of a voice of God speaking to us—the sense of a living voice. That voice does, I believe, sound about us in our lanes and cities; but it is often lost in the confused cries of the conflict in which we are engaged. From the distant battlefields of the Faith it comes with a clearer message. Let us only pause to listen, and we shall hear how every region of the globe sends the same witness of thoughts revealed out of many hearts, of wants satisfied, of lives ennobled by the old tidings—old and ever new—of ‘Jesus and the Resurrection.’

—Bishop Westcott.

Illustration
‘We could wish, indeed, that the competition for admission to the apostolic army of missionaries were keener; but what must we feel when we read that at the time when the Church Missionary Society was founded no English clergyman had as yet gone forth as a missionary to either of the continents of Asia or Africa; that for a long period afterwards “the hope of a supply [of clergy] for the work from our own Church was abandoned in despair”; that only after sixteen years two clergymen were willing to accept the charge; that not long before this departure to the work a distinguished writer could say in the foremost Review, that “no man of moderation and good sense could be found to perform it”! We have, I admit, even now given scantily; but we have given, and we are giving, of our best to mission work.’

(FOURTH OUTLINE)

THE FAITHFULNESS OF GOD
‘Faithful is He that calleth you, Who also will do it.’

1 Thessalonians 5:24
What is the calling here spoken of? Instance some passages appropriate and illustrative of the expression, e.g. ‘Called to be apostles … saints … with a holy calling … to peace … to His kingdom and glory … to glory and virtue … to the fellowship of His Son Jesus Christ our Lord … the calling without repentance … the heavenly calling.’

I. The call.—Observe

(a) The goodness of God in calling.

(b) Our great need of being called.

(c) The gracious persisting patience of Him Who calls.

II. The faithfulness of God.

(a) His faithfulness does not alter its own purpose.

(b) His faithfulness does not forget.

(c) His faithfulness does not grow weary, impatient, or angry, because of our slowness, perverseness, many shortcomings, and many sins.

III. The great result.—It is held before our view, as attainable, out of the calling and faithfulness of God, that there shall be complete sanctification—‘preserved blameless in spirit and soul and body unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.’ There is One, only One, Who can, ‘Who will do this.’

Verse 28
A GREAT WISH
‘The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you.’

1 Thessalonians 5:28
Here we have brought before us

I. A great Person.—Our Lord Jesus Christ.

II. A great gift.—His grace.

III. A great wish.—May His grace be with you all.

Bishop G. H. Wilkinson.

