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I have been reading, The 1619 Project, A New Origin Story created by Nikole 

Hannah Jones from the podcast series for the New York Times telling the story 

of Black in this country from August 1619 when the first Africans were bought 

to and sold in the British Colony in Virginia to the current time. Paul’s writings 

echo in the way and arguments against supporting those who are labeled 

“enslaved” and “formerly enslaved” all through this version of the United 

States origin story, by all sides, of the political spectrum and levels of 

government.  

 

The collect for today asks God to “Grant us so to hear [holy Scripture], read, 

mark, learn, and inwardly digest them, that we may embrace and ever hold 

fast” to them and the hope and promise they impart. I have always read this 

as a prayer to help us chew on the words we have from the first century plus 

the subsequent interpretations and commentaries that have been produced 

over the last two thousand years. What we have from Paul’s letters are half of 

a conversation. We do not have the other half. This, of course, leads to 

theories and controversies as to what was going on within the early church. 

Remember that Paul was active and writing at least a 10-20 years after Jesus’ 

crucifixion and a generation before the Gospels were written. 

 

Paul second letter to the Thessalonians, may have been written shortly after 

the first one, correcting a misunderstanding of a teaching from the earlier 

letter on the second coming of Jesus and whether it had already happened, 

Jesus has already returned, so why should we work? While not calling for the 

communal sharing of all goods and property, like Jerusalem. Paul did believe 
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that the church should act as a family and support each other and do the work 

that was needed, not only for a paycheck but the work the church was gifted 

and called to do. 

 

So, Paul’s statement: “Anyone unwilling to work should not eat.” Is it a 

universal principal or is he addressing a problem occurring within the 

community? As a universal principle this thought has been used politically and 

economically to answer the need for the just distribution of food and 

resources. While we have no economic status of those that Paul is calling out 

and reminding the Thessalonians of “Anyone unwilling to work should not 

eat.” The burden has falls on the poor and the outsider, who are usually seen 

as the threat to drain the coffers of the community.   

 

Around the world, not only in Thessalonica, we find a belief that social support 

programs are seen as encouraging sloth and freeloading among those taking 

advantage of decent, struggling hardworking people. The poor, the 

indigenous, the immigrant, the widow, and orphan, attacking and denying 

anything that looks toward supporting the common good.  

 

Another perspective uses it to call out the unrestrained accumulation of 

wealth and material possessions, seen as encouraging sloth and freeloading 

among those who have more than enough, taking advantage of decent, 

struggling, hardworking people. 

 

Scripture runs the spectrum on how to justly distribute food and resources 

within the family, community or gathering. One end being Paul’s “Anyone 

unwilling to work should not eat,” and last week we heard Jesus in Luke 6:30-

31 “…from anyone who takes away your coat do not withhold even your shirt. 

Give to everyone who begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do 

not ask for them again. Do to others as you would have them do to you,” from 

Deuteronomy; “Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I 
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therefore command you, 'Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in 

your land” (Deuteronomy 15:11). 

 

So what problem is Paul teaching too that has slanted his words to the 

opposite end of the spectrum from Jesus? Despite the common assumption 

that it is the poor taking advantage of others’ generosity, the letter does not 

say it is problematic poor, just that they are “idle” and “busybodies.” The 

Greek adverb, outside the Christian Testament, means “disorderly or 

irresponsibly” within the context of battle imagery, of men not being ready at 

their post or ready for the fight ahead because of their disorder. Paul could be 

referring to a group of the idle rich, with the resources for doing good and 

supporting the community but who spent their time meddling, throwing their 

weight around because they can. Maybe people who gave all their wealth to 

the community and are now “coasting” on that gift expecting to be served by 

resources they still consider their own. The behavior concerns Paul because its 

impact on the community and its ministry. 

 

Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy had modeled the behavior they expected “For you 

yourselves know how you ought to imitate us; we were not idle when we were 

with you” 6:7, Paul here is trying to establish a “do good for others, even 

when you don’t have to” ethic among those who seek to follow Jesus. Work 

here is not limited to earning a paycheck or higher profits but is focused on 

fulfilling whatever purpose God had gifted for and called us to fulfill. If there is 

something good that we can do, do it. If there is something good we can give, 

give it. Even if we do not have to. Even if we have the right not to.  

 

“Brothers and sisters, do not be weary in doing what is right,” is a summation 

of the ethic that Paul is trying to teach here. It offers a counterbalance to 

“anyone unwilling to work should not eat.” Instead of pursuing ways to stop 

ourselves from helping others in need, or limiting our help only to those who 

prove worthy of it. This is a shifting to the other end of the giving continuum. 
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Calling the Thessalonians and ourselves, to hold some combination of the 

following as our ethical goal: “Don’t get tired of doing what is right. Don’t get 

sick of doing good. Keep on doing good things. Never stop lifting up those 

around you if you can. Don’t ever give up on doing good. Do whatever good 

you can, whenever you can, wherever you can, in whatever ways you can — 

even if you don’t have to.” 


