Sermon at Norham Church 
The Second Sunday before Advent, 16th November 2025


Psalm 98; 2 Thessalonians 3.6-13


Some verses from today’s second Bible reading, from St Paul’s Second Letter to the Thessalonians:

We command you, beloved, … to keep away from believers who are living in idleness.  …  We were not idle when we were with you, … but with toil and labour we worked night and day.  …  Anyone unwilling to work should not eat. 11For we hear that some of you are living in idleness, mere busybodies, not doing any work.

William Barclay, in his Daily Study Bible of the late 1950s, wrote of this passage as follows:

Paul is dealing … with … those who took the wrong attitude to the Second Coming.  There were those in Thessalonica who had abandoned the routine claims of everyday to wait about in excited idleness for Christ to come.  …  It is the refusal to work that is important.  This has nothing to do with the unfortunate man who, through no fault of his own, can find no work to do.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  William Barclay, The Letters to the Philippians, Colossians and Thessalonians, The Saint Andrew Press, Edinburgh, 2nd edition, 1960, p252.] 


So Paul is not having a go at people living on benefits per se.  The idle rich are no better than the idle poor, though the idle poor are somehow condemned both for being idle and for being poor, as in the words of a song from the musical, Finian’s Rainbow:

When the idle poor
become the idle rich, 
you'll never know
just who is who
or who is which.

When a rich man doesn't want to work
he's a bon vivant.
But when a poor man doesn't want to work,
He's a loafer, he's a lounger
he's a lazy good for nothing.
He’s a jerk![footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.allmusicals.com/lyrics/finiansrainbow/whentheidlepoorbecometheidlerich.htm. ] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]This passage from Paul has been used, in the past, to justify what has been called the Protestant Work Ethic,[footnoteRef:3] which sometimes gets a bad press.  But it’s worth remembering that, according to the first story of Creation in the first chapter of Genesis, when God was creating the heavens and the earth, and swarms of living creatures, he made humankind ‘in [God’s] image, according to [God’s] likeness’ (Genesis 1.26).  To work, or perhaps I should say, to be creative, is an integral part of what it means to be human.   [3:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protestant_work_ethic. ] 


But let’s do some thinking about what counts as work.  According to the same story of Creation, ‘on the seventh day God … rested … from all the work that he had done’ (Genesis 2.2).  And yet, when Jesus was persecuted for healing someone one on the sabbath, he said, ‘My Father is still working, and I also am working’ (John 5.17).

Jesus also said, 

Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.  …  Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin, 29yet I tell you, even Solomon … was not clothed like one of these.  (Matthew 6.26-29)

And, of course, when poor ‘Martha was distracted by her many tasks’ (Luke 10.40), Jesus did not tell Mary to help her, but commended Mary for sitting at his feet, and listening to what he was saying.

And, lastly, we read in Luke’s Gospel that, when Jesus was ‘proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God’ it was ‘some women: Mary … Magdalene, … and Joanna, … and Susanna, … who provided for [him] out of their resources’ (Luke 8.2‑3).

So sabbath rest, it seems to me, should not be equated with doing nothing.  And work should not be equated with striving and achieving.  As in the verse from the hymn, which begins, ‘Dear Lord and Father of mankind, forgive our foolish ways’:

Drop thy still dews of quietness, 
till all our strivings cease; 
take from our souls the strain and stress, 
and let our ordered lives confess 
the beauty of thy peace.

Not everyone can do the kind of work that earns money, but there’s more to work than earning money.  Work is not all about achieving great things.  To care for other people, and to nurture good relationships, is also a kind of work.  To listen to other people, with a sympathetic ear, is also kind of work.  And, if all we can do is prayer, then we do well to remember the rule of St Benedict, ‘work is prayer, and prayer is work.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ora_et_labora. ] 

