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Setting an Example 

2 Thessalonians 3:1-18 

 

 Today we come to the end of Paul’s letters to the church in Thessalonica and we discover that 

Paul ends where he began.  Commanding, admonishing, reminding these faithful Christians of the first 

century and those of us who live in the twenty-first century of the importance of the witness we provide 

as we live our lives in community.  Paul began this final chapter asking for prayers from this 

community for he believed that through their prayers the word of the Lord would continue to spread 

rapidly and God would be glorified.  And he had great confidence in this group of Christians in 

Thessalonica for he believed he had set an example for them of how they ought to live.  For at the 

heart of Paul’s message was that they were to imitate Christ by imitating his actions until their lives 

pleased God.   

 We see everyday the power of actions.  Our children follow our actions - good and bad.  I am 

sure you have experienced as I have hearing your children or grandchildren repeat something you have 

said to another - sometimes we smile pleased to hear their words and sometimes we hang our head 

when we hear what they repeat.  But it is always a reminder that what we say and do matters for others 

take cues from our actions.  And as Christians we are called to remember that our example - the way 

we live our lives every day matters.  For through our actions we are teaching others what we learned 

from Jesus Christ.  . 

 Not long after Mother Teresa started the Missionaries of Charity in Calcutta, India, she opened 

a medical clinic right next to a Hindu temple. 

 The Hindus objected. It was a sacrilege, they declared, to have an order of Christian sisters 
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living next door to their temple. They insisted that their leader get rid of them. 

 He agreed. One day he went to pay a call on this Albanian nun and her sisters. 

 Mother Teresa received him warmly. She asked him to follow her on her rounds as she bathed 

and fed and nursed the dying. 

 "After visiting her clinic," the Hindu leader recalled, years later, "and watching her care for the 

poor, I went back to my congregation and said: 'When you will go to the clinic and do for the poor what 

Mother Teresa is doing, then I will get rid of her.'" 

 The clinic is still open, to this day.  (Homileticsonline.com/illustrations)  

 Because Paul knew how important the example of Christians to the world was he was 

concerned about something he had heard was happening in Thessalonica.  We have heard this issue 

raised before and it speaks to its importance that Paul returnedo this issue at the end of his second 

letter.  Evidently there were some in the community of faith whose actions were not consistent with 

what had been taught.  They were “living in idleness.  Other translations say they were lazy or were 

loafing around.  And yet it is J.B. Phillips translation that is more attuned with the original meaning of 

the word which was “undisciplined.”  For the root of the word translated “idleness” refers to someone 

being appointed, ordained, or ordered in some way.  And it may have had its background in the 

military.  Think of disorderly conduct in the service - it is when someone is undisciplined and acts 

against the code of the military.  And so what Paul was referring to was more a form of 

dis-appointment or disorder - a disruptive behavior that affects others. And someone not carrying their 

weight in a community is disruptive to the whole. Paul used his example among them to make his 

point.  He had worked hard when he was among them so as not to put any additional burden on the 

community and that was the example that he wanted them to follow.  They were to share in one 
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another’s burdens - not add to the burdens.   

 And it seems that some of those who were causing the troubles were also being busybodies.  

Now we all know about busybodies - people who are more interested in talking about what should 

happen than offering solutions or helping to solve the problem.  There is a clever Greek word play that 

we don’t see in the English translations.  What Paul said is really something like “they aren’t busy 

with anything except being busybodies.”  And what Paul commanded was that those people ought “to 

work quietly and to earn their own living.” For that is the example that Paul had set for them. 

 And yet it is important that we note Paul offered specific instruction in this passage too about 

how to deal with those who were not setting a good example.  First he said don’t get caught up or 

consumed with those who are lazy or disruptive.  If we are not careful we can find ourselves spending 

all our time dealing with or talking about those who are disruptive and forget our focus to care for 

others.  Paul said “do not be weary in doing what is right.”  Friends, even when others are acting out 

our role is to follow Christ.  Our calling is to love one another, to offer grace and mercy and 

forgiveness to all people for we called to follow the example of Christ.  We must be careful not to get 

caught up in the ways of those who have chosen other paths.   

 And friends, our world is full today of those who are choosing anger and hate and fear.  But 

hear again what Paul was warning against.  When we get caught up in the disruption, when we allow 

the words and actions of those who are disorderly, disruptive and undisciplined to consume us and shift 

our attention from what Christ calls us to do then we are encouraging the disruptors and giving them 

power over us and that is not the example Christ gave us through his life, death and resurrection.   

 At the same time Paul says don’t let those in the community who are lazy or disorderly get 

away with it.  Paul himself was calling them out and reminding them how they were supposed to live.  
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As Christians we are challenged to stand face to face with those who would cause friction among us 

and to remind them of Christ’s calling upon our lives. If we say nothing we are not setting a good 

example and by saying nothing we may be encouraging them to continue in their errant ways.  

Remember that even in the face of arrest Jesus stopped the undisciplined disciple who struck the slave 

of the high priest and said “No more of this!” And Jesus took time to heal the one who had had his ear 

cut off by one of his disciples with a touch of his hand.  Friends, we are to speak up against those who 

are creating havoc among us and cry out as Jesus did “no more.”  And we are to follow that up with 

caring, loving actions. 

 And yet Paul also warns us not to regard these disruptors as enemies but to warn them as 

believers.  Friends we are to sit down with those who are leading others astray and talk about the 

problem as someone who cares about them. For that is the example that Christ taught us.  It is what 

Paul was doing by writing this letter in the hopes that the community would solve the issues before 

them.  For this is the example we are to set - what we are called to do because of the example that 

Christ taught us.  And that example is powerful and can change the world around us. 

 Friends, this ability to talk civilly with one another - to discuss an issue that is dividing us in a 

way that can bring solutions seems to be an art that we have forgotten in our society today.  And yet as 

Christians it is an art that we must recover.  We are called to remember that every person is a child of 

God and therefore is to be valued even when they think and act differently than we do.  We are called 

to set the example for others as we speak kindly but forcefully to those we differ with and to 

continually work for solutions to our issues.  For friends, Jesus set an example for us and taught us 

how to love and care for one another.  And when we love Jesus we are challenged to follow that 

example every day of our lives. 
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 Dr. Tom Long tells about a friend of his who took a church youth group on a mission trip to 

Jamaica. “On their trip they visited one of the local elementary schools, and they spent some time 

observing in a classroom seriously overcrowded with children, most of them very poor, all of them 

needy and wiggly and noisy and unruly. It was a difficult, sometimes even chaotic, learning 

environment; but the youth group marveled to see that the teacher carried herself with great calm and 

patience, treating all of the children with love and respect, despite the poverty and the chaos. They 

decided that the only way she could do this was that she must really love being a teacher.  

 But they were surprised to hear her say, ‘Oh, I don’t come here every day mainly because I love 

teaching. I come here every day because I love Jesus, and I see Jesus in every one of these children.’” 

(Rev. Dr. Thomas G. Long, http://day1.org/1052-mary_and_martha. Retrieved from sermons.com A Faith that Words, King Duncan)  

 My friends, may we love Jesus so deeply that we see Jesus in every person we meet.   
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