
Lessons from a Leatherworker 

What 1 & 2 Thessalonians Teach 
about Work and Welfare



The Pertinent Texts

1 Thessalonians 4:9–12

“Now as to the love of the brethren, you have no need for anyone to write 
to you, for you yourselves are taught by God to love one another; for 
indeed you do practice it toward all the brethren who are in all Macedonia. 
But we urge you, brethren, to excel still more, and to make it your 
ambition to lead a quiet life and attend to your own business and work 
with your hands, just as we commanded you, so that you will behave 
properly toward outsiders and not be in any need.”

1 Thessalonians 5:14

“We urge you, brethren, admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, 
help the weak, be patient with everyone.”



2 Thessalonians 3:6–15

“Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
that you keep away from every brother who leads an unruly life and not 
according to the tradition which you received from us. For you yourselves 
know how you ought to follow our example, because we did not act in an 
undisciplined manner among you, nor did we eat anyone’s bread without 
paying for it, but with labor and hardship we kept working night and day 
so that we would not be a burden to any of you; not because we do not 
have the right to this, but in order to offer ourselves as a model for you, 
so that you would follow our example. For even when we were with you, 
we used to give you this order: if anyone is not willing to work, then he is 
not to eat, either. For we hear that some among you are leading an 
undisciplined life, doing no work at all, but acting like busybodies. . . .



2 Thessalonians 3:6–15 (cont’d)

“. . . Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ 
to work in quiet fashion and eat their own bread. But as for you, brethren, 
do not grow weary of doing good. If anyone does not obey our instruction 
in this letter, take special note of that person and do not associate with 
him, so that he will be put to shame. Yet do not regard him as an enemy, 
but admonish him as a brother.”



1.  Who were the “unruly” or “undisciplined”?

2.  What was the motivation for their disobedience?

3.  How did the Apostle Paul respond?

Three Crucial Questions



1.  Who were the “unruly” or “undisciplined”?

Paul uses a unique term which the NASB translates either as 
“unruly” or “undisciplined”:

• 1 Thess 5:14 – “Admonish the unruly.”

• 2 Thess 3:6 – “Keep away from every brother who leads an 
unruly life.”

• 2 Thess 3:7 – “We did not act in an undisciplined manner
among you.”

• 2 Thess 3:11 – “Some of you are leading an undisciplined life.”

ἄτακτος (ataktos; adj.)

ἀτάκτως (ataktōs; adv.)

ἀτακτέω (atakeō; verb)

ἀτάκτως (ataktōs; adv.)



This root, ἀτακτ- (atakt-), in its various forms, occurs nowhere 
else in the NT but in 1 & 2 Thessalonians. To what does it refer?

(1) Some commentators: “idleness”

• The problem Paul describes was one of immaturity.
• Laziness (such as in Proverbs—the “sluggard”).

*(2) Other commentators: “idleness + rebellion”

• The problem Paul describes was one of ideology.
• A refusal to work.

Best answer: Refers to those who refused to provide for their 
own needs and instead lived off the resources of others.



1 Thessalonians 4:11–12

“and to make it your ambition to lead a quiet life and attend to your 
own business and work with your hands, just as we commanded you, 
so that you will behave properly toward outsiders and not be in any 
need.”



2 Thessalonians 3:7–12 

“For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example, 
because we did not act in an undisciplined manner among you, nor 
did we eat anyone’s bread without paying for it, but with labor and 
hardship we kept working night and day so that we would not be a 
burden to any of you . . . . For even when we were with you, we used 
to give you this order: if anyone is not willing to work, then he is not 
to eat, either. For we hear that some among you are leading an 
undisciplined life, doing no work at all, but acting like busybodies. 
Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ 
to work in quiet fashion and eat their own bread.”



2. What was the motivation for their disobedience?

Why did some reject Paul’s instruction, refuse to work, and 
exploit the charity of others?

OPTION #1: A popular explanation: 
an “eschatological excitement”—
its motivation was theological.

Problems:

• Paul makes no direct connection between the two topics.
• Work ethic was an issue Paul had to address at the very 

start (1 Thess 4:11; 2 Thess 3:10), not just later in time.



*OPTION #2: A better explanation: a “social custom”—its 
motivation was cultural. 

• It was a practice that Paul and the missionaries specifically 
addressed when they first preached the gospel in 
Thessalonica (1 Thess 4:11; 2 Thess 3:10).

• It was one of the things still “lacking” in their faith even 
months after conversion (1 Thess 3:10).

• What was this social custom? Paul does not describe it in 
detail, so it is impossible for us to be dogmatic.



• Perhaps this was due to a disdain for manual labor.

“A citizen who gives his labor for money  
degrades himself to the rank of slaves.”

Cicero (106–43 BC)

“While we delight in the work [of 
craftsmen], we despise the workman.”

(Plutarch, AD 46–120)



• Perhaps it was due to dependency on welfare.

• A practice called “providentia.”

• The unemployed would solicit handouts from wealthy 
patrons or benefactors in exchange for public displays of 
appreciation.

• These patrons would move up in social standing by their 
acts of charity and because of the public accolades of those 
who received their charity. 

• The practice perpetuated a cycle of dependency.



3. How did the Apostle Paul respond?

(1) Paul exhibited an example. 

• 1 Thessalonians 2:9 – “For you recall, brethren, our labor 
and hardship, how working night and day so as not to be a 
burden to any of you, we proclaimed to you the gospel of 
God.”

• 2 Thessalonians 3:7–9 – “our example” (2x); “to offer 
ourselves as a model.”

Paul responded to this problem sternly and forcefully. He takes 
a threefold approach:

FOLLOW ME



• Paul worked with his own hands (Acts 18:1–3).

• Paul did not hesitate to 
put in long and hard 
hours (1 Thess 2:9; 2 
Thess 3:8).

• Paul made it a priority 
to provide for his own 
needs (1 Thess 2:9; 2 
Thess 3:8).



(2) Paul exhorted the disobedient.

• 1 Thessalonians 4:11–12 – “make it your ambition to          
lead a quiet life and attend to your own business and 
work with your hands, just as we commanded you, so 
that you will behave properly toward outsiders and not 
be in any need.”

a. Determine to live in tranquility.

b. Mind your own business.

c. Use your own hands to meet your own needs.

GET TO WORK



• 2 Thessalonians 3:10–12 – “For even when we were with 
you, we used to give you this order: if anyone is not willing 
to work, then he is not to eat, either. For we hear that some 
among you are leading an undisciplined life, doing no work 
at all, but acting like busybodies. Now such persons we 
command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to work in 
quiet fashion and eat their own bread.”

a. Do not eat unless you have attempted to work.

b. Work without disturbing others.

c. Live off the fruit of your own labor.



(3) Paul enlisted the church.

• 1 Thessalonians 5:14 – “We urge you, brethren, admonish 
the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be 
patient with everyone.”

▪ “Admonish” = address error; warn about improper 
conduct.

▪ The “unruly” point back to those he addressed in 1 
Thessalonians 4:11–12.

DON’T TOLERATE



• 2 Thessalonians 3:6, 14–15 – “Now we command you, 
brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep 
away from every brother who leads an unruly life and not 
according to the tradition which you received from us. . . . If 
anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter, take 
special note of that person and do not associate with him, 
so that he will be put to shame. Yet do not regard him as an 
enemy but admonish him as a brother.”

a. Identify the wrongdoers.

b. Stop their influence.

c. Call them lovingly to repentance.



Lessons for Today

• It is our duty to work hard and to provide for our own needs.

• In God’s economy, the supply (“bread”) for our needs is to be found in 
the fruit of our labor.

• A strong work ethic is essential to protect the unity of the church and 
the purity of our gospel proclamation. 

• To rely upon the resources of others because of a refusal to work is not 
a grey issue, but an issue of disobedience to the Lord.

• The church undermines Christian love by normalizing dependency and 
minimizing responsibility.

• Christians must actively stimulate one another to love . . . and to work.


