
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #16

“Get Busy!”

2 Thessalonians 3:6-15

“A church will only rise as high as its leaders.”

I’ve heard that phrase many times, and as a church leader, I take it as a challenge for me to keep growing as a Christian. I realize that, to a degree, the church will only go so far as I can take them.

Great leaders have powerful vision. But that’s only part of the equation for great leadership. For a vision to be fulfilled, great leadership also needs great “followership.” Leaders need a team, a community, perhaps even an army to follow their lead. They need committed participants who buy into their vision.

Books on leadership abound, but not much is written or said about followership, just as there are plenty of resources on how to preach a sermon, but very few on how to hear a sermon. Yet both skills are essential in the church body.

In Paul’s final words to the Thessalonians, he urges them to buy into the vision. Too many in that church were living by the motto, “I love ministry! I can sit around and watch it all day long!” They had forgotten a vital truth: Christianity is an active, involved faith. Christianity is not a spectator sport! By accepting Christ’s invitation to the kingdom vision, we’re also accepting personal involvement in carrying out that vision.
 And that includes every single one of us.

This evening we will be studying 2 Thessalonians 3:6-15 under the theme, “Get Busy!” We will see a problem that was plaguing the Christian church in Thessalonica back in the first century, then we will see how a similar problem may be plaguing the Christian church of the twenty-first century.

The Exposure of the Lethargic

First we see the exposure of the lethargic in verse six:

In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, brothers, to keep away from every brother who is idle and does not live according to the teaching you received from us.
Paul’s opening is authoritative; there is a military ring about the words he uses. The original term for  “command” was often used of a general giving orders to his troops, while the word translated “idle” referred to the failure of a soldier to keep in rank.
 Paul had used this powerful word “command” twice in 1 Thessalonians 4:2 and 11; and earlier in this chapter, in verse 4. He used it again in 2 Thessalonians 3:10, 12.

The command of Paul is actually addressed to the believers, not the idlers, but we will get to that command later on in the message. But this verse exposes them as those who are “idle” and “do not live according to the teaching you received from us.” In this connection, Paul uses the same word—“unruly,” ataktos—as in the previous letter with reference to those in the church who needed to be admonished in 1 Thessalonians 5:14. This word would conjure up images of undisciplined soldiers who neglect their duties and endanger their squad. Or it might remind us of a young person playing hooky from school or dozing in class.
 These loafers were not working and sponging on the generous members of the church. Paul had told them in his first letter to return to work, but evidently his directions had not been heeded.

In this regard the culture of the day may have been creeping into the church. While the Jews honored honest work and required all their rabbis to have a trade, the Greeks despised manual labor and left it to their slaves.
 I believe we also have a culture that does not appreciate working for a living. Recently I heard of a conversation between a cashier at a grocery store and a customer coming through her line. The customer said to the cashier, “Here you are, working all these hours, standing on your feet all day long, and here I am, doing nothing, probably getting more on public aid than you are at your job. Now, you tell me who’s the smart one?” More and more there are people who take advantage of the system and refuse to work. (I’m not speaking here of people who want to work but either cannot find a job or who physically cannot perform the required tasks. We will address this again in a moment.) Unfortunately this attitude can creep into the church. As Chuck Swindoll quips, “There are still a few Christians who think manual labor is president of Mexico.”

The Example of the Leaders

To bolster his teaching, Paul appeals to the example of the leaders in verses 7-10,

For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example. We were not idle when we were with you, nor did we eat anyone’s food without paying for it. On the contrary, we worked night and day, laboring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you. We did this, not because we do not have the right to such help, but in order to make ourselves a model for you to follow. For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule: “If a man will not work, he shall not eat.” 

“To follow our example” is better translated, “to imitate us.” The Thessalonians had been excellent imitators in some things, as seen in 1 Thessalonians 1:6 and 2:14); they must now extend the activity to this area.
 Paul was not commanding them to do something he himself was not willing to do.

The greatest influence is that of godly living and sacrifice. A Christian leader may appeal to the authority of the Word; but if he cannot point also to his own example of obedience, his people will not listen. This is the difference between authority and stature. A leader earns stature as he obeys the Word and serves His people in the will of God. Authority comes from position; stature comes from practice and example. Stature earns the leader the right to exercise authority.
 That is what Paul and his companions there.

During the course of their ministry there, Paul’s team worked night and day so as not to be a burden on them. Even though the apostle and his co-workers could have reaped financial support from those to whom they ministered, Paul’s policy was that they would pay their own way so that nobody could accuse them of being in it for the money. In fact, Paul matches his lifestyle example with a quotable motto: “If anyone is not willing to work, then he is not to eat, either.” Paul isn’t betraying his own compassion for the poor. His principle doesn’t apply to those who can’t work, but to those who refuse to work. Instead of contributing to the health of the church body, these unruly, undisciplined, lazy loafers had become parasites on the congregation.

Paul recognized the fact that some people could not work, perhaps because of physical handicaps or family responsibilities. This is why he phrased the statement as he did: “If any man is not willing to work.” It was not a question of ability but willingness. When a believer cannot work and is in need, it is the duty of the church to help him.

No Christian should be an idler. This means that he should produce more than he consumes so as to be able to help others who are not so fortunate. Self-reliance does not exclude accepting help when one is in need; but it does reject exploiting the system when productive work of some kind is available. Paul does not say that those who are unable to work should not eat; only that those who refuse to work do not deserve to eat.

The Exhortation to Labor

Paul moves on from his example to the exhortation to labor in verses 11-13,

We hear that some among you are idle. They are not busy; they are busybodies. Such people we command and urge in the Lord Jesus Christ to settle down and earn the bread they eat. And as for you, brothers, never tire of doing what is right. 

Once again Paul uses that military word for “command,”
 but this time he aims his command at a different group of people. He again uses the term “idle,” but adds to this the term “busybody.” This word for “being a busybody” in Greek means to be a “meddler,” someone who intrudes in other people’s business.
 They are busy “fooling around” but not accomplishing anything. First Timothy 5:13 suggests that busybodies meddle in matters that do not belong to them.

Instead of buying into the vision of the church, rolling up their sleeves, and getting involved, these unruly busybodies had become a burden. They had become clingy and were distracting people from the work of the ministry by throwing obstacles in the path of proclaiming the kingdom. Paul commands the Thessalonians to stop allowing them to sponge off the limited time, money, and energy of the church in their pointless pursuits. Paul then urges the church to “not grow weary of doing good.”
 In short, “Get busy!”

What does the Bible teach about manual labor? For one thing, labor was a part of man’s life before sin entered the scene. God gave Adam the job of taking care of the Garden of Eden. Though sin turned labor into almost difficult toil, it must never be thought that work is a result of the curse of sin. Man needs work for the fulfillment of his own person. God created him to work.

Have you noticed that God called people who were busy at work? Moses was caring for sheep. Gideon was threshing wheat when God called him, and David was caring for his father’s sheep. Our Lord called four fishermen to serve as His disciples, and He Himself had worked as a carpenter. Paul was a tentmaker and used his trade to support his own ministry.

Now, I realize that most of those hearing my voice are either engaged in work or have retired from work. In fact, at last week’s Area Men’s Fellowship we were informed that, as early as 2018, there will be more senior adults than children. (The exact words used were “more walkers than strollers.”) In our youth-worshiping society, we might be tempted to think that, after a certain age, we have nothing to contribute to the church or to God’s Kingdom. 

Howard Hendricks relates how someone asked him, “Howie, how many people over fifty-five do you know who are really tracking for Jesus Christ?” Answer: not that many. Most of them are sliding for home; they’re reaching for the bench! They’re saying, “Oh, boy, Howie, I’ve just got three more years, two months, seven days ‘til retirement. Wow!” My friend, you can retire from a job, but you don’t retire from life. And you definitely don’t retire from ministry.

The word retirement can be misleading. For some, retirement connotes a stop sign or a rocking chair. Perhaps the word redirection is a better one. That could mean a new beginning for the best twenty years of our life.

The Levites retired from active ministry at age fifty, but that did not mean complete inactivity. They began “second careers” in assisting, advising, ministering to their fellow Levites in the Tent of Meeting. Their retirement seems to have included becoming teachers and advisers to the younger men.

Retirement can mean redirection. In retirement we may do a bit less so that we can be who we are. We may slow down, but we can be as active and involved as we ever were. Retirement is just another station on life’s journey as we change gears and move on.

The Evasion of the Lazy

Paul concludes with the evasion of the lazy in verses 14-15,

If anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter, take special note of him. Do not associate with him, in order that he may feel ashamed. Yet do not regard him as an enemy, but warn him as a brother.

When problems are not solved, they grow and become worse. A splinter left in a finger can become infected and cause a toxic condition so serious that surgery may be necessary. If you tell your doctor that you stepped on a rusty nail, he will immediately give you a tetanus shot, even though the wound may appear insignificant to you. Church problems are like physical problems: if left unsolved, they grow and become worse, and they infect more people. The local church is a body; and what germs are to the physical body, sin is to the spiritual body.

Paul commands the church in Thessalonica to “keep away” from such people. The church was to avoid those people to show them that their behavior was unacceptable, so that they would repent and return to the community as “brothers.” It was important that false teaching and sinful behavior not be permitted to continue in the church community as if everything were fine, because Paul knew such attitudes and actions could easily spread and poison the whole body.
 This is known as “church discipline.”

John Stott remarks, 

This verse contains some of the most important teaching in the New Testament on the subject of church discipline. How should the local Christian community handle a situation in which one or more of its members are guilty of serious misbehaviour? To be sure, many churches nowadays would do nothing. The administration of discipline has fallen into disuse, and the thought of reviving it is viewed with distaste. Our Lord and his apostles were of a different opinion….

What is church discipline? For one thing, it is not the pastor and official board acting like evangelical policemen to trap a sinning saint and kick him out of the church. No doubt there are churches that have such dictatorial leaders, but this is not what Paul had in mind. Church discipline is to the church member what family discipline is to a child: it is an exercise of, and evidence of, correcting love. When a parent disciplines his child, he is not a judge punishing a criminal; he is a loving father seeking to make his child a better person.

We are to treat undisciplined brothers and sisters in Christ as undisciplined. And that means bringing discipline into their lives. But we are also to treat them as brothers and sisters. They aren’t godless heathen, apostate antichrists, destructive heretics, or false prophets. These are wayward members of the family. We are to treat them with firmness, but also with love, mercy, and grace.

A fundamental fact of church discipline must be affirmed at this point. In the New Testament the only permanent results ever sought by God’s people through church discipline were complete repentance, reconciliation and restoration. In short, the church is not a prison. In God’s plan for society, the church was the original rehabilitation center. The church is to be concerned with restoration. When restrictions arise from disciplinary responses within the church, all such restrictions imposed by church discipline are hoped to be temporary. They carry with them, as their primary concern, the sole intention of bringing every party to full repentance. We are not trying to create a group of second-class Christians.

Among the harshest passages on discipline in the New Testament are 1 Timothy 1:20 and 1 Corinthians 5:5. Nevertheless we can still observe that moral correction was the ultimate goal of both passages.

Hymenaeus and Alexander were delivered to Satan that they may learn not to blaspheme. (1 Tim 1:20—emphasis mine)

Deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus. (1 Cor 5:5—emphasis mine) 

To this collection may be added 2 Corinthians 2:5-11,

But if any one has caused pain, he has caused it not to me, but in some measure—not to put it too severely—to you all. For such a one this punishment by the majority is enough; so you should rather turn to forgive and comfort him, or he may be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. So I beg you to reaffirm your love for him. For this is why I wrote, that I might test you and know whether you are obedient in everything. Any one whom you forgive, I also forgive. What I have forgiven, if I have forgiven anything, has been for your sake in the presence of Christ, to keep Satan from gaining the advantage over us; for we are not ignorant of his designs.

The principle of restoration remains intact here. The end of church discipline is not punishment or permanent restriction but rather reconciliation and full restoration. There is no incident in the New Testament of a church-imposed sanction that remained in force throughout the lifetime of a believer.

Our churches today aren’t plagued with a body of sky-gazers waiting for Christ’s return, as was the church in Thessalonica. Okay, maybe you’ll find a handful of misled prophecy fanatics dropping everything and selling everything because they’re sure the Lord will be coming any minute now. But for the most part, our churches don’t face the same problems the Thessalonians did.

But 2 Thessalonians 3:6-18 still has plenty to say to those in our churches who remain uninvolved, out of touch, anonymous, uncommitted, and even irresponsible for reasons other than a wrong understanding of end-times events. Far too many people on our membership rolls are content just cheering from the sidelines or watching from the bleachers. They forget that there’s work to be done for the kingdom of God in the church right now—lost people to reach, lives to change, people to teach, needs to meet, and ministries to fulfill. The truth is, it’s the church’s job—all men and women who are members of a congregation—to participate in the work of the ministry with joy, energy, long-term commitment, and perhaps ultimately, with personal expense and sacrifice.

If Christianity is an active, involved faith, we need to put our faith to work for Christ. Let me suggest three specific, practical target areas for you to work on to help move from the sidelines to the front lines of ministry.

First, join the work of the church through prayer. If the only involvement we have in prayer is the hour or so each Sunday in church, that’s not joining the work of the church…that’s neglecting the work! So commit yourself to expanding your regular, daily prayer time to include prayer for your church, your ministers, and your brothers and sisters in Christ.

Second, join the work of the church through giving. Our giving should be regular—as regular as our attendance. And it should be thoughtful, planned, consistent, and sacrificial. Remember, your financial giving is an investment in the kingdom of God—with spiritual, not material, returns.

Third, join the work of the church through serving. Pastors often lament the “80-20” principle of ministry. It seems like 20 percent of the people in any church do about 80 percent of the work. The 80-20 principle has no basis in Scripture. Zero. None. In fact, the Bible teaches the 100 percent principle: Every born-again believer, who is baptized into the body of Christ by the Holy Spirit, has been given spiritual gifts to be used to build up the church. Every single one. 
Don’t let your age, abilities, or anything keep you from being actively involved in the ministry. Join in on the work of your church through persistent prayer, consistent giving, and committed involvement in serving. Start today!
 Get busy…for God! 
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