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Scripture: 2 Thessalonians 3:6-13 
6 Now we command you, beloved, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

to keep away from believers who are living in idleness and not 

according to the tradition that they received from us. 7 For you 

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

we were with you, 8 and we did not eat anyone’s bread without paying 

for it; but with toil and labor we worked night and day, so that we 

might not burden any of you. 9 This was not because we do not have 

that right, but in order to give you an example to imitate. 10 For even 

when we were with you, we gave you this command: Anyone unwilling 

to work should not eat. 11 For we hear that some of you are living in 

idleness, mere busybodies, not doing any work. 12 Now such persons we 

command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to do their work quietly 

and to earn their own living. 13 Brothers and sisters, do not be weary in 

doing what is right. 

 

“God Helps Those Who Help Themselves” - By Rev. Candace McNeill 

 

As Canadians we often take great pride in our personal family heritage 

and where we come from, and for many of us (although not all of us) 

this story originates overseas. My dad’s family were Germans from 

Russia and came as settlers to the Calgary area. My mom however was 

a more recent immigrant to Canada, coming to this country in her early 

20s from Scotland.  

 

Talking with my mom growing up, she always stressed that one of the 

reasons she wanted to come to Canada was to give her children more 

opportunities. For her there was still a strong distinction between 

classes as well as faith traditions in Scotland, those who came from 

family money and those who did not, and those who were Catholic and 
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those who were Protestant. Divisions that she did not want for her 

children.  

 

For my mom Education was important, because she felt it was not 

accessible to her in the same way it was in Canada when she was 

growing up. She was a factory worker, she knew that, and her teachers 

knew that, and because of this she was finished school at 16 and felt a 

limited ability to change that narrative. She like so many others came to 

Canada with hopes and dreams of changing that story for their children, 

to live the quintessential “American Dream.”  

 

This morning’s saying “God Helps Those Who Help Themselves” fits so 

nicely with this dream, an understanding that if you work hard enough, 

sacrifice enough, and risk enough you can make your own dreams a 

reality regardless of where you come from. To our North American ear 

this sounds like a Good News message, and maybe that is why we 

mistakenly think that this saying comes directly out of the bible. 

However, this saying is most often attributed to Benjamin Franklin in 

the writing of his Poor Richard’s Almanack. While he may not have 

been the originator of this saying, Aesop’s fable “Hercules and the 

Waggoner” seems to be the first reference, he certainly made it 

popular. As one of the Founding Fathers who helped to draft the 

Declaration of Independence and the U. S. Constitution, and who 

worked hard, achieved much, and rose in prominence throughout his 

life this saying fits his understanding of self-determination and agency 

in his personal life.  

 

This saying along side this morning’s scripture reading of “anyone 

unwilling to work should not eat” almost seem to align, and in fact do 

for many people. This text has been used to support people’s 
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opposition to things like universal healthcare, basic universal income, 

and support of those in need and receiving social supports, implying 

that they do not deserve to eat because they are lazy. Therefore, by 

extrapolation those who do work will eat, might I even say will be 

rewarded and deserve to eat. This belief, much like the saying “God 

helps those who helps themselves” is not biblical. 

 

While this scripture has been used in a variety of different ways to 

proof text people’s opinions of who are considered “idle” people, 

perhaps it is helpful to place it back within its own context. This 

mornings reading comes from 2 Thessalonians, which is a letter to the 

church in Thessalonica. It is important to remember that although the 

Church universal has found this letter to be of importance and to 

contain content that helpful for our understanding and teaching, that 

this letter was originally written for a specific community at a specific 

point in history.  

 

The church in Thessalonica was a church facing persecution, and this 

letter attributed to the Apostle Paul was written to encourage this 

group of believers in their efforts. In addition to the challenges that 

they were facing, for many at the time there was a belief that the 

second coming of Christ was imminent. So, it is not hard to imagine that 

for some they may have been wondering what the point was, why 

bother if tomorrow is the end.  

 

The other piece that perhaps hinders our understanding of this text is 

the word that is translated as the idle. The Greek word at-ak-teh’-o has 

a meaning closer to disorderly, irresponsible, careless or neglectful, 

rather than our understanding of idle as useless. Paul is concerned with 

those who are causing a disruption and simply meddling, and not 
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following the teachings of the way of Christ that has been shared with 

them. These idle people were part of a community that was meant to 

look after each other and they had given up on this piece. They have 

become more concerned with being busybodies than living out the 

Good News, and this harms the community. Yet despite all this, Paul is 

still urging them as well as the rest of the community to do the right 

thing. He is encouraging them not to be disruptive and burden this 

community that is meant to care for each other, and not to be careless 

and neglectful of one another.  

 

Understanding these elements of the text help us to understand that 

this text is not about working hard so that we can earn our right to eat, 

but that in working hard we create space for opportunity to care for 

one another, which follows the example laid out by Jesus and the 

Apostle. This is a different example than “God helps those who help 

themselves.” Our scripture is full of examples of God’s people not being 

able to do life alone, that we are all dependent on God and the support 

and care of one another. This is not to say that there is not a place for 

self-initiation and hard work, however God’s church is meant to be 

people who help and support one another. God’s grace itself is not 

something earned but something underserved and freely given.  

 

The issue with the saying “God helps those who help themselves” is 

that our western understanding of this saying then places blame on 

those who cannot change their narrative. Recent conversations around 

Black Lives Matter, wealth gapes, and the living wage are highlighting 

again the reality that our world is not equal or equitable and that as 

people we have a responsibility to each other. That it is those of us that 

have wealth and power that have the ability to help change systems 

that restrain people, but it can only happen if we do not despair and 
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continue to do the right thing. Which means actively listening to 

another’s story and caring deeply for the welfare of each other. This 

helps us to understand the privilege we do not always fully appreciate 

or know. Things such as coming from a two-parent home, food 

accessibility, financial security, and access to resources and mentors, 

and why these might be areas of privilege.  By not despairing we leave 

opportunity for God to work in us for the sake of all God’s people in 

ways that leads to transformational change within our structures. This 

is Good New.  

 

“God helps those who help themselves” may not be biblical, and does 

not model the grace and love demonstrated to us in our scriptures, 

however understanding why this common saying and belief does not 

align we can challenge ourselves to hear other’s stories in a new way. 

Perhaps for those of us who have worked hard and achieved through 

our own efforts, it will help us to a new understanding of some the 

privileges and supports that afforded us the space to succeed. What 

would it mean to hear where their may be barriers for other to do the 

same, and by leaning into the calls from this others to take action and 

live out our Good News in a way that may encourage others who may 

be despairing within their own context and situations. We have the 

power in this time and place to be agents of change for God in God’s 

world and that is Good News. Let us not despair but let us be 

encouraged to continue to do the right things. Amen.   
  
 

 


