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We are nearing the end of our series, Living According to Hope. Next week 
we will wrap up this study of the book of 2Thessalonians. Then in April I will 
have one Sunday to introduce us to a new study in the book of Colossians 
before Palm Sunday and Easter. As I mentioned earlier, I will be having 
surgery the week after Easter (April 21), so we are going to have some 
refreshing voices serve us through our series in Colossians, including Pastor 
Connor, Doug Snyder, Lee Smith, Ben Callahan, and Chris Callahan. I know 
that you will be blessed by all of these brothers as they pour themselves 
into the ministry of the Word with the Spirit’s help. Please be praying for all 
of them and myself in the weeks ahead. [prayer] 

One of the ways that I have experienced God’s blessing in my life is through 
parents who instilled a strong work ethic deep in my soul. We had a family 
farm as well as a restaurant in town and in the midst of those years of 
learning to work hard, long hours, my parents expended no little effort 
training me to serve with a good attitude. Decades later when I would drop 
my own kids off to work at the grocery store, I would send them out the 
door of the car with the words, “work harder, be happier!” I wanted to 
instill in them that if they worked hard with a cheerful attitude, they would 
never lack their employer’s favor. Sometimes they would come home from 
work and complain about other employees who were lazy or cut corners. 
But I would remind them to work harder and be happier because God had 
them there to be a blessing to others.  

Yet the truth be told, we have a much higher motivation to work hard as 
Christians than merely pleasing our employer or sustaining an income. The 
NT teaches us to do our work as unto the Lord. Consider the words of 
Ephesians 6:5-7: “Slaves, be obedient to those who are your masters 
according to the flesh with fear and trembling, in the sincerity of your heart, 
as to Christ; Not by way of eyeservice, as men pleasers, but as slaves of 
Christ, doing the will of God from the heart. With goodwill render service, as 
to the Lord, and not to men knowing that whatever good thing each one 
does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether slave or free.”  

Or as Paul wrote to the Colossians, “whatever you do, do your work heartily 
as for the Lord rather than for men, knowing that from the Lord you will 
receive the reward of the inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom you serve.” 

God has blessed us with work to meet our needs, to be a blessing to others, 
to honor God in and through our work, and to have opportunities to impact 
others for Christ.  

Well today in 2 Thessalonians 3, Paul is going to admonish those in the 
Thessalonian church who had become unwilling to work. This became a 
persistent problem in the Thessalonian church and the result was that these 
idle individuals had become a burden to diligent believers as well as a 
stumbling block to unbelievers.  

The problem likely resulted from false teaching that had invaded the church. 
It seems, as best we can deduce, that the false teaching involved an over-
reaction to the belief that Christ’s return was imminent (over-realized 
eschatology). False teachers appear to have spread a message so 
convincingly that Jesus had either already returned or that his coming was 
so imminent that some in the church had abandoned their personal 
responsibilities of working to provide for themselves. As a result, they had 
become a burden on the church, by taking advantage of the more 
responsible working members. Furthermore, this was offensive to their 
larger society which distained work yet even more passionately distained 
those who took advantage of others because they were lazy and unwilling 
to work.  

Paul’s message is that living in expectation for Christ’s return does not 
mean abandoning our daily responsibilities, but rather living disciplined 
lives of doing good in obedience to biblical teaching. In other words, the 
hope of Christ’s return does not diminish our need to work, but rather 
transforms our work as a means to honor God and benefit others. 

So let’s look at four ways that our future hope in Christ impacts how we 
approach our daily responsibilities and relationships.  

1. We who hope in Christ must not enable others to continue the 
sinful behavior of an undisciplined life (2Thess 3:6; cf. 3:14-15). 



[vs. 6] Notice first that Paul is not merely making a suggestion here. He 
issues a command that carries the weight of Jesus’ own authority. The 
command is to “keep away from every brother who leads an unruly life and 
not according to the tradition which you received from us”—that is, not 
according to apostolic teaching.   

What does Paul mean by an “unruly life”? The ESV translates the word as 
idle, but the word is more colorful than just lazy. Paul is talking about living 
“in an undisciplined, irresponsible, or disorderly manner.” They are 
disorderly because they have abandoned God’s order for our lives on earth 
which includes working for the purpose of bearing one’s own burdens. Gen 
2:15 says that “God took the man [Adam] and put him into the garden of 
Eden to cultivate it and keep it.” So part of God’s creation mandate is work. 
And to rebel against that mandate is to live an unruly life.  

We know from vs. 10 that Paul is not addressing those who cannot work, 
but those who are unwilling to work—those who refuse to work. Vs. 11 goes 
on to tell us that their undisciplined life has replaced work with meddling—
they have become busybodies, interfering in the lives of others (perhaps 
even promoting the very false teaching that has led them astray).  

It is these who have become troublesome meddlers and who justify their 
undisciplined, unruly life by the imminent return of Christ, that Paul warns 
the church to keep away from. Paul is calling for level of disciplinary action 
to be taken by the church.  

Keep in mind that this is not the first time Paul has addressed this matter 
with the Thessalonians. We know from vs. 6 that Paul had already taught 
them about these things: “the tradition which you received from us” (6). In 
vs. 10 Paul reminds them specifically of what he taught when he was in 
Thessalonica: [vs. 10].  

Furthermore, Paul had addressed these matters a second time in his first 
letter: [1Thessalonians 4:11-12]. Here we see that not only is it for the 
believers’ own benefit to work so as not be in need, but their testimony to 
unbelievers is also at stake. Later in 1 Thess 5:14 Paul urged the church to 
admonish such unruly individuals. But where instruction and admonishment 

 
1 Cf. Eph 5:7, 11 

have been met with resistance and disregard, Paul calls for disciplinary 
action in vs. 6. Believers are to “keep away from every brother who leads an 
unruly life” by rebelling against the doctrine they have been taught.  

What does Paul mean by “keep away”? Several things must be said here:  

 They are to distance themselves from these meddling busybodies, 
and not participate in their behavior or lifestyle.1 This would include 
not feeding or financially supporting those who are unwilling to 
work. They are not to enable such irresponsible behavior that brings 
shame to the name of Christ. Again, Paul is not talking about those 
who are poor or unable to work, but those who refuse to take 
responsibility for their own needs.  

 Yet we know from Paul’s clarification in vs. 14 that Paul’s intent is 
stronger than merely not participating in such activity. [14] In other 
words, mark him off by disassociation so that he will feel the shame 
of his sinful ways. They are to send the message that an unruly life is 
not acceptable in the household of God. Remember that they were 
living in an honor-shame society. Today we are much more 
individualistic in our perspective. But in the first century, one’s 
identity was not merely individualistic, but deeply tied to the 
community to which one belonged. As Christians, they had already 
been shunned by the world. So now to be disassociated from their 
fellow believers would demonstrate that an unruly life puts them in 
a precarious position without honor in the church or the world.  

 Yet notice that this discipline was not without redemptive hope! [vs. 
15] The church was to continue admonishing him as a brother. So 
this is not yet the final disciplinary step of full excommunication 
which indicates the church can no longer consider the person a 
Christian. In essence the church was to say, “we cannot support, 
participate in, or even associate with your wayward lifestyle until to 
repent of your rebellious living. Brother, we plead with you to turn 
from your unruly life!”  

The message to the church is clear: you must not enable others to continue 
the sinful behavior of an undisciplined life that rebels against God’s word.  



2. We who hope in Christ are free to suspend our personal “rights” 
and labor to serve others sacrificially for the sake of Christ and the 
good of others (2Thess 3:7-9). 

The contrast here is don’t be lazy and take advantage of others, but work 
hard so that you can be a benefit to others. [7-9] Paul now adds the weight 
of his own example to the command that he has just given. Paul reminds 
them in vs. 9 that he had a “right” to financial support from the church. As 
he wrote in 1 Cor 9:14, “the Lord directed those who proclaim the gospel to 
get their living from the gospel.”2 Yet for the sake of the gospel, Paul 
worked to support himself so that no one could claim he was selling his 
message from ill motives.  
 
Listen to how emphatically Paul writes in [vs. 8]. Paul’s life is the very 
opposite of an undisciplined slacker. Paul led a disciplined life. He worked 
long, hard hours so that his life would not be a burden to anyone else. He 
sacrificially suspended his ministerial “rights” for the sake of others.  
 
The opposite of living an idle or unruly life is living a disciplined and generous 
life. Our mentality as Christians is not what we can get for nothing, but what 
we can give graciously.  

3. We who hope in Christ must exercise self-discipline to bear our 
responsibilities so as not to be an unnecessary burden to others 
(2Thess 3:10-12).  

[10-12] Paul gets right to the point with how a disciplined life is to be 
applied to the matter of work in vs. 10: “if anyone is not willing to work, 
then he is not to eat, either.” In a sense Paul is saying, “if you want to 
benefit from the family, then you need to contribute to the family. You can’t 
just take.”  
 
This is one thing Pauline and I tried to instill in our children: part of being a 
family is the responsibility of contributing positively to the family, not being 
a drain on the family by complaining or creating needless work for others, 
but rather being willing to serve and help with an honoring attitude or 
simply cleaning up behind yourself. For example, if you eat at our table, you 
can also wipe the table or help with the dishes.  

 
2 Cf. Gal 6:6; 1Tim 5:17-18 

Or as Paul says, if you want to eat, you better be willing to work. In fact, 
Paul went so far as to say in 1Tim 5:8, “if anyone does not provide for his 
own, and especially for those of his household, he has denied the faith, and 
is worse than an unbeliever.” In other words, if even unbelievers work hard 
enough to feed themselves and care for their family, how much more so 
should the children of God.  
 
Now in vs. 12, Paul states his message more positively: “Now such persons 
we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to work in quiet fashion 
and eat their own bread.” Why? There’s a very helpful clue earlier in 1Thess 
4:11-12: “make it your ambition to lead a quiet life and attend to your own 
business and work with your hands, just as we commanded you; so that you 
may behave properly toward outsiders and not be in any need.”  
 
Very simply put, make it your ambition is to be a blessing rather than a 
burden to those around you. Your witness is enhanced by generosity and 
hindered by an undisciplined life of laziness or meddling.  
 
Church, how you work and how you conduct yourself with your coworkers 
must be infused with a Jesus-saturated heart that seeks to see His kingdom 
advance into the lives of all people. You may go to a job every day that you 
really don’t enjoy or work with people who are hard to appreciate, but God 
has you there to be a blessing to people if for no other reason than to 
spread the aroma of God’s grace in the practical nitty-gritty of life.  
 
You don’t have to be liked to love. You don’t have to enjoy what you’re doing 
to have a spirit of blessing. God’s love is your deepest security so you can 
love even those who don’t like you. And God’s grace is your endless 
resource, so you can serve and bless others, even sacrificially.  
 
Do you see how your future, heavenly hope can transform momentary, 
mundane moments? No moment or circumstance is truly mundane—even 
work—when you are living and working to the honor of your Redeemer and 
seeking to fulfill His eternal purposes in your life, including your witness and 
service to others. There is no time when you cannot say, “I am in this place 
to represent and serve my gracious God. I can afford to be expended now 
because God will not shortchange me later.”  
 



This leads to our final point… 
 

4. We who hope in Christ must not grow weary of doing good 
(2Thess 3:13).  

This is [vs. 13] Listen to how Paul all encouraged the Galatians to do the 
same: “Let us not lose heart in doing good, for in due time we will reap if we 
do not grow weary. So then, while we have opportunity, let us do good to all 
people, and especially to those who are of the household of the faith.” 

Doing good means living an orderly life. That is, ordering our lives in the way 
of God. More specifically, walking in the way of Christ with the Spirit’s 
power. It is a life of surrender to God. A life of faith and trust in Christ. A life 
of generosity and sacrifice that can only truly be born out of an abiding, 
moment by moment relationship with Jesus. Doing good includes working 
hard with all diligence and excellence when it’s time to work and resting 
free of guilt when it’s time to rest. Doing good is putting on the mindset of a 
servant and never forgetting how incomparably Christ has served and 
continues to serve us.  

Well, I must confess that I often grow weary in doing good. So, as I was 
reflecting on this verse yesterday, I took a few minutes to ask myself why. It 
didn’t take long to come up with a list of 10 reasons. These are practical 
examples of what is happening in my soul when I grow weary of doing good. 
I share them in hope that it will be helpful to you.  

1. I grow weary of doing good when I’ve been working in my own 
strength rather than being filled with Jesus.  

2. I grow weary of doing good when work has not been met with 
proper rest.  

3. I grow weary of doing good when my focus is on people or 
circumstances rather than God. 

4. I grow weary of doing good when I struggle to see the results of my 
labor (or my expectations) rather than simply living by faith for the 
joy of pleasing my Father.  

5. I grow weary of doing good when I compare myself or my lot with 
others. 

6. I grow weary of doing good when prayer is only as deep as my to-do 
list and lacks true intimacy.  

7. I grow weary of doing good when worship and gratitude is sparse in 
my soul.  

8. I grow weary of doing good when my eyes are on me.  
9. I grow weary of doing good when love for others is smothered by a 

critical spirit or judgmental attitude.  
10. I grow weary of doing good when my soul is not fed with the word 

of God in a way that refreshes me with the grace of the gospel and 
the greatness of God.  

You may have noticed that there is one common theme in these 10 reasons. 
Let me state it in the positive. I do not grow weary of doing good when my 
soul is delighting in God.  

So let me suggest that there is more to a disciplined life than mere 
discipline. I would do you a disservice if I sent you home with the impression 
that you should just work harder. A fruitful life of discipline is fueled and 
sustained by a soul that delights in God.  

And so my prayer for you is the prayer of vs. 5 that Connor concluded with 
last week: “May the Lord direct your hearts into the love of God and into 
the steadfastness of Christ.”  


