
“IDLENESS AND INDUSTRY”

I. Introduction

A. What would you do tomorrow if you knew for certain that Jesus 
was going to return on Tuesday?

1. Would you even bother going to work?

2. Would you take the time to give the bathroom a much-
needed cleaning?

3. Would you pick up the mess in your room?

4. Of course, such questions are not only hypothetical; they are 
speaking of something that is beyond the realm of 
possibility.

5. The Bible clearly tells us that nobody knows the day or hour 
of Christ’s return.

B. Nevertheless, this is the situation that Paul is confronting in this 
last section of 2 Thessalonians.

1. There were Christians in Thessalonica who had come under 
the influence of false teaching about the end times and 
concluded that they no longer needed to work.

2. In this passage, Paul responds to this problem by teaching 
that Christians are to continue working diligently in their 
various callings right up until the day of Christ’s return.

II. The Problem of Idleness

A. Paul says that some of the brothers in Thessalonica were “walking 
in idleness.”

1. This was an ongoing problem in this church.
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2. Paul had already addressed this problem in his first letter, 
instructing the Thessalonians that they should “aspire to live 
quietly, and to mind your own affairs, and to work with 
your hands, as we instructed you, so that you may live 
properly before outsiders and be dependent on no 
one.” (4:11)

3. He also told them in that letter that they were to “admonish 
the idle.” (5:14)

4. Some of these Christians were not earning their own living 
and were instead sponging off of their fellow believers.

5. As I already noted, it seems likely that the acceptance of false 
teaching about the end times was a major factor in causing 
these believers to conduct themselves in this way.

6. In addition to this, some interpreters have suggested that 
there was a sociological aspect to what was happening in 
this church.

7. There is some evidence that there was a significant degree of 
unemployment in many Greek cities and that some people 
were able to live off of the support of wealthy benefactors.

8. It may be that some of the converts in Thessalonica had a 
background of unemployment and that they now expected 
the church to fill the role that their rich patrons previously 
filled. 

B. Instead of being busy with work, these idlers were busybodies.

1. They used their free time to meddle in other people’s affairs 
and stir up trouble. 

2. In my eleven years as an ordained minister, I can think of 
several examples of people who did not keep themselves 
busy by doing meaningful work who ended up creating 
trouble for the church.
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3. God intends for us to be diligent workers. 

4. We get ourselves into trouble when we lose sight of this.

5. Of course, what constitutes ‘diligent work’ will differ for 
each person depending on their health, their stage in life, 
and other circumstances.

6. But the basic principle is that we are meant to spend our 
time doing things that are productive, things that benefit not 
just ourselves but other people as well. 

7. We need to remember that it is through our ordinary 
vocations that God cares for his world.

8. As Martin Luther explains, “When we pray, ‘Give us this 
day our daily bread,… God answers it ‘not directly as when 
he gave manna to the Israelites, but through the work of 
farmers and bakers.’” [Horton, Calvin on the Christian Life, 
229] 

9. Even the most mundane tasks have spiritual significance, 
because they are aspects of God’s providential care for his 
creation.

III. Paul’s Example of Industry

A. Paul responds to the problem of idleness in the Thessalonian 
church by pointing these Christians to his example of industry.

1. He reminds them that while ministers of the gospel are 
entitled to be paid for their work, he voluntarily refused the 
support to which he was entitled while he was ministering 
among them.

2. He and his ministry associates were certainly not idle when 
they were in Thessalonica.
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3. They toiled day and night so that they would not have to eat 
anyone’s bread without paying for it.

4. For Paul, this would have meant that he plied his trade as a 
tentmaker in order to earn a living while he was in this city.

5. Perhaps he did this because many of the people among 
whom he was ministering were poor.

6. Perhaps he did it because he could foresee that idleness was 
going to be a problem in the Thessalonian church.

7. Whatever the reason, Paul’s decision to do this furnished 
him with a powerful example to point to as he confronted 
those who were not willing to work.

B. Paul tells the Thessalonians that they should “imitate” him and his 
ministry associates.

1. This underscores the importance of having godly examples 
to follow.

2. When we think about what a faithful Christian life looks 
like, it is extremely helpful to have tangible examples that 
can be brought to mind.

3. Of course, no Christian is a perfect example.

4. Not even Paul could make that claim.

5. But the fact that Paul tells Christians that they ought to 
imitate his manner of life tells us that it is possible for 
Christians to live exemplary lives.

6. We need to look for such examples in the church and in 
church history and imitate them.

7. And we should strive to be examples ourselves.

8. This is especially true of Christian parents.
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9. What a blessing it will be for our children if they can look 
upon the godly conduct of their father and mother as an 
example to imitate.

IV. Warning the Idle

A. In addition to confronting the idlers, Paul tells the other believers in 
Thessalonica that they should not “grow weary of doing good.”

1. It is easy to see why he would say such a thing.

2. When we are taken advantage of by others, it is easy for us 
to become jaded.

3. We can begin to look upon everyone who is in need with 
suspicion.

4. We can end up being bitter and resentful and ungenerous.

5. But Paul makes it clear that we need to guard against that 
kind of mindset.

6. Don’t let the fact that people sometimes take advantage of 
your generosity cause you to become weary of doing good.

B. Paul tells the Thessalonian believers to “keep away from” the idlers 
and to “have nothing to do with” them.

1. What does he mean by this?

2. On the one hand, it sounds like excommunication, the 
censure that involves “the excision of an offender from the 
communion of the Church.” [BCO 30-4]

3. On the other hand, Paul says that such a person is not to be 
regarded as an enemy but as a brother.
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4. That statement stands in contrast to what other passages say 
about excommunication.

5. For example, in Matthew 18, Jesus says that an unrepentant 
brother is to be regarded “as a Gentile and a tax 
collector.” (v. 17)

6. In other words, those who are excommunicated are to be 
treated as unbelievers.

7. Paul stops short of saying that here.

8. He says that the offenders are still to be regarded as brothers.

9. This leads me to think that he is talking about something 
short of excommunication. 

10. There is room for debate on this, but to me this seems more 
like the censure that our Book of Church Order refers to as 
“admonition,” which is defined as “the formal reproof of an 
offender by a church court, warning him of his guilt and 
danger, and exhorting him to be more circumspect and 
watchful in the future.” [BCO 30-2]

11. If this is correct, then Paul’s command to “keep away from” 
the offenders is not to be taken in an absolute sense but in 
the sense of being careful not to be influenced by their sinful 
behavior.

C. The fact that Paul tells this church to “take note of” offending 
brothers implies that some kind of formal censure would be 
imposed upon the idlers by the church’s leaders.

1. This is not just a word of advice for individual believers.

2. It is a command for the elders to exercise church discipline.

3. Paul does not explicitly mention the elders here, but he 
certainly would have expected them to take the lead in 
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warning the sinning members of their congregation.

4. We know that the Thessalonian church had elders, because 
in 1 Thessalonians Paul told them “to respect those who are 
over you in the Lord and admonish you, and to esteem them 
very highly in love because of their work.” (5:12-13)  

5. One of the tasks that is assigned to elders is to admonish 
God’s people when they sin.

6. It is not an enjoyable task, but it is necessary for the health 
and well-being of the church when one of its members 
deliberately and persistently disobeys God’s revealed will.

7. We should also note that this passage reminds us that the 
goal of church discipline is not punitive but restorative.

8. Paul’s words make it clear that our hope and prayer 
whenever discipline is exercised is that the Lord will use it to 
bring the offender to a point of being ashamed of his actions 
and repenting of them.

V. Peace at All Times in Every Way

A. This brings us to Paul’s conclusion, where he pronounces blessings 
upon the Thessalonians and sends his final greetings.

1. He begins by saying, “Now may the Lord of peace himself 
give you peace at all times in every way.”

2. Peace was needed in Thessalonica.

3. These Christians were dealing with persecution, false 
teaching, and matters of church discipline.

4. There were many things that threatened the peace of this 
church.

5. But Paul looked to the One who is the source of true peace, 
the One whom he calls “the Lord of peace,” to grant the 
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peace that these saints needed in various ways.

B. Notice that Paul does not see any conflict between church discipline 
and peace in the body of Christ.

1. This might be surprising to some people.

2. Church discipline is sometimes regarded as a barrier to 
peace.

3. I recently had a conversation with someone who left the 
PCA and joined a liberal church because he didn’t like our 
denomination’s process of discipline.

4. He said that he thinks we need to be patient with people 
when they persist in sinful behavior.

5. When I heard him say this, I asked whether he still believes 
the Bible’s teaching about church discipline. 

6. He responded by saying that he did, but he went on to 
describe a highly therapeutic way of thinking about sinful 
behavior, a mindset in which the sinner is regarded more as 
a victim than as an offender.

7. This man likes the idea of peace, but he does not seem to be 
willing to look to the Lord of peace as the source of the 
church’s peace.

8. We must not pursue peace by using worldly methods. 

9. We must not be like the false prophets whom the Lord 
rebuked through Jeremiah by saying, “They have healed the 
wound of my people lightly, saying, ‘Peace, peace,’ when 
there is no peace.” (Jer. 8:11)

10. Both false teaching and ungodly behavior need to be 
confronted.
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11. Any effort to obtain peace in the church while avoiding 
church discipline is an effort to obtain false peace.

C. In verse 17, Paul calls attention to the fact that he is writing this 
closing greeting “with my own hand.” 

1. This suggests that most of the letter was dictated to someone 
else but that at this point Paul took the pen in his own hand 
and signed his name.

2. He calls attention to this because there seems to have been a 
forged letter that was espousing false teaching under his 
name, as we saw back at the beginning of chapter 2.

3. It is significant that Paul places so much emphasis upon his 
authorship of this letter.

4. It confronts an idea that is held by many biblical scholars in 
our day.

5. Virtually all liberal scholars and a sizable number of scholars 
who would identify themselves as evangelicals believe that 
Paul did not write all of the New Testament books that claim 
to have him as their author.

6. Some of these scholars even argue that this was not a matter 
of being intentionally deceptive but was an accepted 
technique in the early church.

7. The authors simply used Paul’s name in order to indicate 
that their teaching was an extension of the things that Paul 
taught.

8. The problem with that argument is that it is in direct conflict 
with what Paul says here. 

9. Paul did not approve of people writing letters in his name.
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10. He would have called such a practice what it was:  
deception.

VI. Conclusion

A. As we conclude our study of this letter, I hope that you can see how 
its teaching about the end times connects with our lives today.

B. God gives us encouragement to persevere in the faith by assuring 
us that those who set themselves against Christ’s gospel and his 
church will be judged on the last day.

C. God wants us to know that Christ’s return will be preceded by a 
period in which the Antichrist and his predecessors will lead 
people away from the truth.

D. God calls us to stand firm in the faith by holding to the apostolic 
message and by praying for its advance throughout the world.

E. And lastly, God wants us to await Jesus’ return by going about the 
business of everyday life in a manner that honors his name.

F. As John Calvin put it, “each individual has his own kind of living 
assigned to him by the Lord as a sort of sentry post so that he may 
not heedlessly wander about throughout life.” [Institutes, 3.10.6]

G. May God grant us grace to do just that.


