
A Different Take On: Learn to Control Your Own Body

What Christian teaching do we draw from the following verse?

1 Thessalonians 4:4 (NIV) – that each of you should learn to control your own body in a way that is  
holy and honorable,

Most likely it’s straightforward: Learn to control our body in a way that is holy and honourable. Very  
simple.

But wait!

In the footnote to that verse in the NIV we see that there are 2 other ways of translating the verse, and the  
EXB has a third:

1. gain/possess his own vessel;1

2. learn to live with your own wife;2 or 

3. learn to acquire a wife.3

That puts a different perspective on what Paul was saying to his readers.

So, what was he really wanting to say? We have absolutely no clue. It’s nearly 2,000 years ago that he 
wrote it, so we can’t ask him.

Notice now that the teaching from that verse can change substantially, depending on our interpretation.  
So, which one of the four versions are we going to use as our teaching maxim? 

In addition, do we need to be careful that we don’t override how ‘God’4 wants us to live? No! 

It really makes no difference which one of the four we accept as the words of Paul. Whatever ones we 
accept,  we can ask Father what he thinks about it.  That’s the way we should approach the Bible or 
anything else we hear or read.

Better still we should ask him how we are to live, irrespective of what’s written by Paul, so we know what 
he wants for us in the 21st century.

Interestingly, we have the following translations available to choose from if we have a problem deciding 
what to believe from the Bible in regard to this verse. Take your pick:

CEV – Respect and honor your wife.

EHV – He wants each of you to learn to obtain a wife for yourself in a way that is holy and honorable,

GNT – Each of you should know how to live with your wife in a holy and honorable way,

ICB – He wants each one of you to learn how to take a wife in a way that is holy and honorable.

NABRE – that each of you know how to acquire a wife for himself in holiness and honor,

NCB – Each of you must learn to acquire a wife from pure and honorable motives,

1 – www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Thessalonians%204%3A3-5&version=EXB 
2 – www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Thessalonians%204&version=NIV#en-NIV-29610 
3 – www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Thessalonians%204&version=NIV#en-NIV-29610 
4 – xxxxx
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RSV – that each one of you know how to take a wife for himself in holiness and honor,
EXB – He wants each of you to ·learn to control your own body [or take a wife for yourself; or live  
with your own wife; L gain/possess his own vessel] 5 in a way that is holy and honorable.

PHILLIPS –  God’s plan is to make you holy, and that entails first  of all  a clean cut with sexual  
immorality. Every one of you should learn to control his body, keeping it pure and treating it with  
respect, and never regarding it as an instrument for self-gratification, as do pagans with no knowledge  
of God. You cannot break this rule without in some way cheating your fellow-men.  

Takeaways

So, what are the takeaways from this investigation?

Four points, actually:

1. “Learn to control your own body” is not necessarily what the writer of Thessalonians was wanting 
to convey to the readers of his letter to them.

2. Scripture from one cultural mindset, written by the person in another language, and then translated 
into a third language, doesn’t always tell us what they were really thinking.

3. Translating ancient documents in modern times, so that the product tells us exactly what the writer 
actually wanted to say, is ineffective if we don’t completely understand the idioms of the writer’s 
day and the cultural (and sub-cultural) nuances contained in the text.

4. To dogmatically accept that the Bible is the inerrant, infallible message from ‘God’ is ignorant of  
translational and literary issues. 

5. It’s up to you which one of the four you believe the Bible says in the verse we’ve investigated  . 
The variation in meaning effectively means that no one can tell you to believe otherwise.

The choice is yours

Whatever you choose to believe won't negatively impact Father’s relationship with you

Laurence
12-12-2024
(www.CanberraForerunners.org)
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5 – Translator’s comment
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