
 
 
 It was supposed to be one of those standard “ask Pastor Chris anything you want” 
Sunday school classes, usually reserved to hit me with all those questions that, when the 
children asked the teacher, the teacher replied, “I think that’s a good question for Pastor 
Chris.” That’s code for, “I’m not touching that hot potato; let Pastor Chris get burned.” 
 
 But this time, we got through the usual biblical and church-related topics quickly, 
and so the children were invited to just ask me anything.  
 
 “What do you do when it is not Sunday?” one of them asked. I went through a 
brief list, which seemed to surprise the little girl. When I finished, she said, “But I 
thought you just worked on Sunday.” To which I wanted to reply, “You know, there was 
a time when children were supposed to be seen and not heard. Maybe we should get back 
to the good old days.” 
 
 It puts me in mind of the time when I was a student pastor in a small church in 
Waverly, Tennessee. I lived there in the summers in a mobile home behind the church. 
Every week, Ed would stop by in his truck to do repair work around the facility. He 
asked, and expected, that I would join him in what he described as “real work.” I did, for 
a couple of weeks, wielding my vast knowledge of construction, wood-working, small 
machine repair, and landscape engineering. Upon getting an up-close view of my skills, 
Ed stopped coming by the trailer inviting me to that “real work.” 
 
 Work is a social contract. All of us have needs which can only be met by the work 
of others. Work binds us together in a web of interdependence. Which is why we all care 
about it, about who is doing it and who is not, those who want to work but can’t, and 
those who don’t want to work and therefore don’t.  
 
 The church, ancient and modern, is not immune to this social contract. In most any 
church, large or small, there is quite a bit of work to be done. And those called to do that 
work alongside whatever staff may be there are the people of the church, who are called 
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as well to the work of ministry. And in the church, as in the world, if there are people 
who do not sign onto this contract, or this covenant we would say, then the whole 
community suffers. 
 
 This is what appears to be happening in the church in Thessalonica. Paul writes 
two letters to this church, and in both we read that there are people in the church who do 
not understand what it means to live in community. In this instance it appears that some 
are refusing to do the work to contribute to the life of the community.  
 
 Paul notes that some are “living in idleness.” It could be that these are some of the 
same people who either believe the Lord has already returned or who believe his return is 
imminent. Why work if the end of days is upon us? We know that these beliefs were in 
the community because of other places in these two letters that mention them.  
 

To them, Paul’s message is clear – follow our example. When Paul and the other 
leaders were in Thessalonica they worked, even though they didn’t have to work, in order 
to give them an example. Paul even reminds them of something he said to them when he 
was with them: if someone won’t work, then they should not eat. 
 
 While that seems a rather harsh penalty, we should remember how centered the 
early church was on table fellowship, the common meal that served as the context of the 
Lord’s Supper. Paul may be saying that because they refuse to work, they have shown 
that they do not value the community and are in effect not part of the community and 
therefore not to be welcomed at the table. 
 
 With the Thanksgiving meal coming up this Wednesday night, I have a 
stewardship idea. When you come in and smell the turkey and the dressing, see the 
pumpkin pies, and hear the community gathering, we will first do an inventory to make 
sure you’ve been working and giving and if not, no food for you.  
 
 Okay, maybe not. Paul is not telling the community to withhold food from anyone; 
rather, he is inviting those refusing to work to consider what it means to be part of the 
community. His strong language is meant to wake up those in the church who, for 
whatever reason, have become passive followers. The table is set. Consider what it means 
to sit at this table, to be part of this fellowship.  

 
There’s another aspect of the disruptiveness of people in the church that you can 

only get at by paying attention to the Greek text that in our translation is read “living in 
idleness.” However, both verses 6 and 11 use a Greek word that is only used these two 
times in the entire New Testament. In other classic Greek texts, the word comes from an 



adverb that is translated as “disorderly” or “disruptive.” Some Bibles translate it as “idle 
and disruptive.” The problem is not just that they are lazy or won’t work, but that they 
actively work trouble in the church as busybodies or gossips. 

 
It reminds me of an adage: “Idle hands are the Devil’s workshop.” Paul seems to 

see a connection between the behavior of the idle ones in the community and their 
laziness.  

 
Up until this point, to be honest, it feels like we’ve been reading some session 

minutes, the board of elders of Thessalonica dealing with run of the mill church problems 
and a former pastor writing to tell them to shape up, to remember his example, or to lose 
out on the table fellowship of the community. It all sounds rather harsh. 

 
But Paul is too good a pastor to leave it there. He believes too much in God’s grace 

and God’s realm, which the church reflects in the world. You can feel him looking into 
their eyes, their lazy eyes, their troublesome eyes, and, taking a breath, says, “Look, work 
quietly and earn your own living.” And then, he seems to look up, beyond the confines of 
that church and that time, and says, “Brothers and sisters, do not be weary in doing what 
is right.” 

 
You hear about it all the time. Compassion-fatigue. Donor-fatigue. There’s so 

much asked of us so often that we become numb to the need. I approach someone to ask 
them to consider a commitment of one sort or another, and they say, “Pastor, I’m old, 
I’ve done my time. I just want enjoy life free of commitments.” I get. I will admit I 
sometimes dig out the calendar to see where the retirement date falls so I can be 
commitment-free. But Paul stands here today to invite us to another way, to recognize as 
long as we breathe, we are recipients of God’s never-ending grace that calls forth our 
faithful response. Let us not be weary in doing what is right. 

 
I was reading an article in the Atlantic recently about Camp Moria on the island of 

Lesvos in Greece. You will remember that we visited this island twice and that it is a 
place where thousands of migrants try to get into Europe every year. The article noted 
that Moria was built to hold 3,000 people, but is now home to 13,000, including an 
estimated 1,000 unaccompanied minors. They are mostly stuck there in a permanent 
limbo. As the article went on to describe the increasingly horrendous conditions, I admit I 
grew weary. We were there twice. We witnessed the real hopefulness of the people that 
were trying to flee danger. And now, it all seems for naught. 

 
I’m glad my weary hands held onto the magazine and read to the end, where the 

author writes, “A small and jolly group of volunteers from Ireland, England, Iceland, 



Australia, the United States, Germany, and France rush to the beaches to deliver blankets 
and water and food. They are kind, young, and engaged. They are still there. They could 
all have thrown up their hands long ago, but they are there, they are not becoming weary 
of doing what is right. 

 
Graceworks continues to provide fuel bags for students in Franklin and Williamson 

County who otherwise might go hungry over a weekend. Here, in a wealthy county, kids 
going hungry. But Graceworks doesn’t grow weary in doing what is right. 

 
This congregation has and is having such a significant impact in so many lives 

both inside and outside the church in worship, study, and service, because they are so 
many of you who just refuse to grow weary in doing what is right – confirmation, Room 
in the Inn, Sunday school week after week – a quick glance at our newsletter reveals a 
congregation not growing weary of doing what is right. 

 
All of us will go through seasons where we grow weary, no doubt. When we do, 

Paul invites us to take a step back, and reflect again on what God, who neither slumbers 
nor sleeps, is bringing to birth in the world. Then, even if our hands grow weary, let us 
join them together with our siblings in community, and, supporting one another, not be 
weary in doing what is right. 

 
A couple of years ago I was staying the night with Room in the Inn. As I went 

about doing some of the preparation and clean-up in the kitchen, one of the guests came 
in and asked if he could help. I said, “No, you are our guest. I’ve got it.” He looked 
around, and suddenly I saw him cleaning off a counter-top. When I approached him to let 
him know he didn’t need to do that, he looked at me and said, “I always want to do my 
part. You all have shown such kindness. My help is my ‘thank you.’” 

 
He spoke gospel, right there in the FPC kitchen, dishrag in hand. My help is my 

thank you. My work is my thank you. Our lives are our thank you. All we do, we do in 
response, in thanksgiving. In this response is the hope of the world to embrace the reign 
of God. Let us not be weary in doing what is right, in offering our thank you. May it be 
so. Amen. 


