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12.18.17    1 Thessalonians 5:23–24 (NIV84) 

 

23 May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul 

and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 24 The one who calls you is faithful 

and he will do it. 

 

Advent is a time that we see how God prepared for Jesus to be born in a manger.  It is also a time that we 

prepare for Jesus to come again, not in a crib, but in the clouds.  Jesus will not come as a baby, but as the holy 

God who will Judge of the living in the dead to either come to heaven or go to hell.  So we don’t bring a baby 

blanket or a nook, that time is over.  We prepare to meet our powerful and fully grown God.   

 

As the Thessalonians waited for Jesus to return, Paul had taught them about what would happen when Jesus 

comes and given them different admonitions for life.  In today’s text he then prayed that they would be 

thoroughly sanctified in today’s text.  The NIV says “through and through.”  The word in the Greek is 

ὁλοτελεῖς, and it means “entirely, completely.”   Not partially, but completely - not just with their soul, but with 

their body, soul and spirit.   

 

How Sanctified Do I Need to Be?   

 

When you read this text someone might ask, “How sanctified do you have to be?”  When I was in college there 

was a Baptist College and church across town that kind of irritated us because of their version of being 

sanctified.  My friend was washing his car one day when a Baptist actually drove up with a bullhorn and started 

yelling at him about Jesus.  And I suppose as the water hose was inadvertently turned his way, the man probably 

felt sanctified for the suffering he went through when he got a little wet.  They also demanded that in order for 

the women to be truly sanctified that they couldn’t wear jeans and had to wear skirts below the knees.  Now, 

there were some very nice and polite Baptists from that group, but it all seemed strange and rather pietistic to us 

Lutheran boys and it kind of irritated us.  And I suppose we weren’t acting very sanctified when we had a cheer 

at our football games that went, “We’ve got knees, yes we do, we’ve got knees, how about you?”   

 

If that is the version of being “sanctified,” most people would probably say “no thanks,” unless they were 

Scottish men.  You might have your own plan of sanctification, how we can be holy enough for Jesus to take us 

to heaven.  I’ll tell my spouse “I love you,” more.  I won’t use four letter words as much.  I’ll spend more time 

with my kids.  I’ll try to stop being so short tempered while I drive.  I’ll try to work harder at work.  I’ll come to 

church more.  Then I’ll be more Christian.  Or maybe you’ll say, “I’ll do all I can to be normal - just like the 

rest of the world - so that the world will see we Christians aren’t so scary.”   

 

A big problem with the Pharisees of Jesus’ day was their own self imposed version of what it meant to be a 

“real Jew.”  Jesus didn’t see any of their rules in the Old Testament.  He wouldn’t let them intimidate Him with 

their own version of laws that made them feel good about themselves and proclaim themselves to be more 

sanctified than Jesus and his disciples.  If there’s anything we grow to appreciate in our Lutheran circles is that 

we don’t try to have a market on specific steps to improved lifestyles of sanctification.  We don’t want to turn 

people into little Pharisees, and we are well aware of how sinful we are, and sometimes we relish that fact a 

little bit more than we should and grow to be comfortable with it.     
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If we’re going to talk about being sanctified, maybe it would be good for us to ask, “What does that word 

‘sanctify’ mean?”  In 1 Peter 3:15, Peter encouraged his hearers to “set apart Christ as Lord in your hearts.”  

In that sense “sanctify” seems to mean to regard as special, different, holy; apart from anything else.  When you 

get a baseball signed by someone, you put it up on a shelf and don’t use it for baseball practice.  You “set it 

aside” and treat it as a rare and precious commodity.  In the same way this is what Paul wanted for the 

Thessalonians, that they would be sanctified through and through, completely.  Not just part of them would be 

holy, but that all of them would be holy, in body, soul and spirit.   

 

Paul was a Pharisee at one time.  But when he was converted to Christianity, Jesus showed him a different 

version of sanctification.  What Paul doesn’t want is for us to departmentalize our lives where we are sanctified 

in one way but then dirty in another.   Earlier Paul spoke about the way in which you use your body.   

1 Thessalonians 4:3–6  It is God’s will that you should be sanctified: that you should avoid sexual 

immorality; 4 that each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and 

honorable, 5 not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God; 6 and that in this 

matter no one should wrong his brother or take advantage of him. The Lord will punish men for 

all such sins, as we have already told you and warned you. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., the well renowned civil rights activist for African Americans and pastor, was also 

known to be a philanderer.  As much good as he did for the African American community, that’s not a good 

thing to have two different lives.  It is all fine and dandy if you are coming to worship on a regular basis, and it 

is also a good thing for you to know the Sixth Commandment word for word, but if you are committing adultery 

during the week, then you are choosing not to live a sanctified life through and through.  Paul’s idea is that you 

don’t pick and choose when and where it is convenient to live a Christian life and when you don’t.  I’ll be Mr. 

Sunshine here but be a complete jerk at work.  Does the church look at you as a good Christian, but your spouse 

and children see a different person at home?  Paul wanted all of this to be complete, for you to be sanctified 

through and through.   

 

It’s that thoroughness that’s the problem, isn’t it?  We might have some areas of our life under pretty good 

control, from a human point of view.   You might be great at saying the right thing, but if someone could pry 

into your mind they would find a completely different person.  You might be very generous with your friends, 

but not with your spouse and children.  Then again, even the seemingly “good” things in your life need work, 

right?  There’s always something that needs more time and attention, more setting aside, more concentrated 

attention.  We never feel quite good enough to meet the Holy God do we?  And the truth is that we’re not.   

 

But it’s an interesting thing if you think about this text.  Paul doesn’t tell the Thessalonians to “be more 

sanctified.”  He prays that God would sanctify them.   May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you 

through and through.   Paul specifically prays to the God “of peace” to do this.  What a beautiful adjective he 

uses for God - not the God of anger or the God of wrath or the holy God - but the God of peace.  Paul 

recognized that the only way that we could be sanctified COMPLETELY would be if God Himself did the work 

- and peace is what sanctifies.  It’s not a matter of them trying harder or doing more, it is a matter of God doing 

it.  He ends with confidence that God will do just that.   The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.   

 

This is why we need Jesus to come in the crib and do what He did.  He wasn’t born in Bethlehem just to be your  

self improvement life coach.  He didn’t come just to give us tips on how to live a more productive and 

successful life.  He came to suffer and die for the world.  In Hebrews 10:10 we are told that “we have been 
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made holy (sanctified) through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.”  When Jesus went to 

the cross, God specially designated Him as the One who would pay for the sins of the world.  So when Jesus 

was set aside to die, in God’s eyes the world was set aside to suffer and die for their sins.   

 

Paul then told the Ephesians in chapter 5 how they would be personally set aside and looked at as holy in God’s 

sight, as he pointed them to Jesus and also to baptism.   

Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the 

washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without 

stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. 

God takes that sanctifying blood of Jesus and pours it on us in baptism, where He washes away our sins and 

makes us look holy in His sight.  God puts His autograph on us and regards us as special.  This is a work of God 

where He does all the work.  The Holy Spirit enables us to trust that Jesus is our Savior.  Faith in this holiness 

and sanctification is what gives us true and complete peace.  

 

When Paul was commissioned to preach the Gospel, this is exactly the way that God said He would do His 

work through Paul.  In Acts 26:17–18 the resurrected Jesus said to Paul,  

I am sending you to them to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the 

power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who 

are sanctified by faith in me.’ 

Notice how Jesus said that to Paul?  Paul was being sent to rescue people from Satan to God, so they would 

receive forgiveness of sins and a PLACE among those sanctified - how?  By FAITH in Jesus.  So how does God 

set people aside and regard them as special and holy?  By bringing them to faith in Jesus and finding their peace 

and holiness in Him.  

 

When I am sanctified by faith, I recognize that my status before God is not based on how holy of a life I 

perform as a husband or a child or a pastor.  If you feel guilty because you have been lazy as a child or 

impatient as a parent, you go back to Jesus and find forgiveness in Him.  If you have failed in a marriage, go 

back to Jesus.  If you have given into pornography’s terrible graphics, go back to Jesus on the cross, and find 

peace.  Jesus died for the person within me that has unholy thoughts.  Jesus paid for the less than loving wife.  

Jesus’ forgiveness covers the lazy child and the impatient parent.  Your baptism covers all those sins.  The Holy 

Spirit speaks to the Christian in every part of his or her life and says, “Forgiven.”   

 

There’s a wonderful word of peace in this prayer to God for the Thessalonians and for us that you may have 

missed.  May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.   

Do you see it?  May your spirit, soul and body be KEPT blameless - not MADE blameless.  That meant that the 

Thessalonians were ALREADY blameless in God’s sight.  Why?  Because they were already forgiven in Christ, 

baptized into Christ, and brought to faith in Jesus. 

 

So you see how the God of peace works?  The God of peace speaks to me as a Christian as says, “You are 

forgiven.  You are already blameless.”  Every time I take the Lord’s Supper, Jesus comes to me and gives me 

His body and blood.  He says, “This was shed FOR YOU.”  Through faith in that promise, I have peace.  I am 

sanctified.  I am blameless, because of Jesus.  Every time I go back to Jesus in repentance and faith, I am kept in 

this wonderfully holy place.   
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Vince Lombardi is one of the greatest coaches to ever coach the game, as was evident from the record of his 

teams throughout the 60’s.  One game his team was doing terrible in the first half.  When they got into the 

locker room, the team expected to get yelled at left and right.  Instead, Lombardi just said to his team, “You are 

the Green Bay Packers.  Now go out and play like it.”  He simply reminded them of who they were, and that did 

the trick.  They came out in the second half and won. 

 

This is how God works with us.  The question isn’t “How sanctified do I need to be?”  The question is, “How 

sanctified am I?”  I am God’s adopted child.  He has set me aside from this sinful world and bathed me in Jesus.  

He has given me free and full forgiveness for all of my failures - each and every one of them.  I already am fully 

sanctified through faith in Jesus.  I don’t have to fret over those parts of my life that I’m still trying to fix, 

because I have forgiveness for those as well.  I’m ready for Jesus to come and take me home, because I’m His 

adopted child.   

 

That changes how I live here and now.  I want to glorify Him in the way I dress.  I want to let His light shine in 

the way I speak to my wife and raise my children.  I don’t want to act Christian here but not at home.  I want to 

study His Word to help direct me in the way I should go so that I don’t darken His name.  If He tells me to be a 

hard worker, I will want to live that way.  If His Word were to tell me to wear a Scottish Celt, I guess I’d do that 

too.  Instead of trying to cover up my sins, I want to see where my sins and weaknesses are, so that I can find 

forgiveness in Jesus and find room to improve.  I don’t need a pep talk from Vince Lombardi to live a sanctified 

life.  I simply need God to point me to Jesus.  I need His Word and sacrament.  In His own way God will work 

in me to have a better awareness of my sins and greater appreciation for His mercy.  And I suppose, in some 

way that only God knows, I will grow.  I will set more and more of my body, soul and spirit aside to the glory 

of God as His already sanctified child.  Why?  Not so I CAN BE sanctified, but because I AM sanctified, God’s 

sanctified child in Christ.  What a peaceful God we have to do this for us!  Amen.   


