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It’s funny how you become who you are with. When my wife and I first got engaged, on elevators and in 

cashier lines at grocery stores, random strangers, out of the blue, would tell us that we looked like each other. They 
didn’t know of our engagement or anything about us, so this was a little bit like the Twilight Zone, Miami-style. 
You’ve probably heard it said that married couples tend to start looking and acting like each other over the years. 
But we weren’t even married yet and somehow we were perceived imitations of the other in looks (now that was a 
blessing for me but doomsday for Gail). We weren’t exact copies but imitations. Then over the years, as you spend 
more time with each other, gestures can become more similar too and even what you like can converge. You 
become—though not exactly—who you are with. 

 
This is why you may hear people advise to be careful about the company you keep because who you hang 

around shapes you and says something about you. This is a common admonition to teenagers because of peer 
pressure, and it’s good advice for any of us—be mindful of the company you keep—the book clubs, the knitting 
groups, the board game clubs, the pickle ball teams. 

 
This is basically the implicit advice the Apostle Paul gives in his letter to the Thessalonians. We hear him say 

at two points, “keep away from every brother or sister living irresponsibly and not according to the tradition that 
they received from us” and “Take note of those who do not obey what we say in this letter; have nothing to do with 
them.” In short, stay away from certain kinds of people. Be mindful of who’s in your company. 

 
This is sage advice. That there are people even within our communities or groups—and remember Paul’s 

writing to believers not unbelievers—whom we shouldn’t necessarily be hanging out with. This may seem totally 
antithetical to the idea of Christian community but remember Paul also says not to regard them as enemies for they 
are believers. They are still within the community of faith— the church—as brothers and sisters, but that doesn’t 
mean you always have to associate with them. 

 
The issue in the church at Thessalonica is that somehow some believers are “living irresponsibly [which can 

be translated idly or disorderly or disruptively], mere busybodies, not doing any work.” They are busybodies, 
busying themselves in others’ business, not working but working around to get in the way. They apparently have a 
master’s degree in meddling, and this is a problem for Paul. 

 
In that larger historical context, there’s a reason for this lack of engagement with work. Paul works and 

others work but not everyone. At that time, believers were being persecuted (1:4,6). They needed protection from 
wicked and evil people (3:2-3). And because of all of this duress, some coped with their suffering by believing the 
day of the Lord had already arrived (2:2) and others just refused to work in the world (3:6-13). They just gave up 
and saw no value in working under the difficult circumstances. 

 
So there is internal church tension. Within that ancient community, work was valued. The Didache, an early 

Christian manual, teaches, “[N]o Christian shall live idle in idleness. But if one will not do so [i.e. work], that person 
is making Christ into a cheap trade; watch out for such people.” This is why Paul says, ‘You may not want to hang 
with them. You may not want to make them ‘your people’ despite the fact that they are believers and your brother 
or sister in Christ. Just because you don’t hang with them doesn’t mean they aren’t your brother or sister nor are 
they your enemy. But you don’t have to be buddies with every believer.’  It’s a helpful implied reminder that 
justification by grace which makes you a Christian may occur in an instant but sanctification by grace, becoming 
more like Christ, is a lifelong process. Everyone is at their own stage on the faith journey, so even within Christian 
circles, be mindful about the company you keep. 
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And what’s truly at stake for Paul is the concept of imitation. He tells them, as in his other letters, to imitate 

him and his cohort and that he’s given them an example to imitate. Imitation, here, comes from the Greek word 
mimesis where we get the word “mime.”  Imitation is a form of miming. Imitation is the “action of copying” or a 
“copy.”  Paul is concerned—and we should be too— with who or what are you imitating? Who or what are you 
copying? Imitation is representation, not duplication. Imitation is never the original nor an exact copy. It’s why we 
can say ‘that’s imitation leather or an imitation architectural style. Or an imitation Elvis walking the streets of 
Nashville,’ because we all know there was only one true Elvis. 

 
In the case of Paul, he wants the church to practice the faith like he does. Imitate his work ethic, his 

behavior, his action. Of course, someone can also attempt to imitate another’s looks—their hair style or clothing 
fashion—or even their speech patterns. But what French literary critic and anthropologist Rene Girard taught as 
well—when it comes to mimesis or imitation—is that it also includes desire. People imitate looks or gestures or 
speech but also desire because we have the ability to learn desire from each other.  

 
For example, a small child – a toddler, pre-language – enters a room full of toys. There are train sets, stuffed 

animals, dolls, jigsaw puzzles and other noisy toys. But in the center of the room is another toddler, playing happily 
with a small wooden car. And what happens next? That child, who can’t yet speak, is very likely to desire 
above everything else in the room that little wooden toy car, precisely because the other child values it.  So in the 
circles we choose we end up valuing what others value. Or, even consider those who may travel or serve overseas in 
an economically developing nation. They may experience culture shock when they come to understand that values 
they’ve taken for granted are not so universal after all. How many times have we heard or you’ve said after returning 
from or seeing an economically deprived area: ‘Everyone seemed so happy, even though they had nothing’? 

 
That statement reveals the power of mimesis or imitation. Consumerism and materialism may feel innate to 

us in the western world. It almost seems impossible that someone could be happy without the latest material 
‘things.’ Where did we get that idea? We learned it from those around us. What a culture tends to value or desire, we 
may tend to value or desire, because we imitate who we are with and what we see. This is so true for fashion 
trends—we learn to desire what others desire—the shoes, the purse, the shirt. Desire can be so contagious that you 
want to copy or imitate the desire, and not just the behavior or physical looks or speech. 

 
This is why we should be careful and discerning about the company we keep and keep away from some 

people. As one proverb says, "If you lie down with dogs, you get up with fleas."  The relational circles we choose 
shape how we think, what we do, how we look, how we talk and what we desire. They shape our character, our 
attitudes, our way of being and seeing the world. Unknowingly, we often imitate that which we are around often, so 
it’s wise to consider who our friends and associates are, knowing that you are not called to imitate everyone, 
including believers.  

 
Think about who you want to be because who you spend time with says something not only about who you 

are but the future you desire. Does your company make you better or bring you down? In the recent Few Lecture, 
Coach K said: “The reason you are successful isn’t just because of your talent. It’s hard work and the people you are 
with. Talent makes talent better. When you are with good people, you become better.” The circles we choose are so 
important because we become who we are with. We mimic our surroundings and ‘our people,’ so it’s good to 
ponder what kind of examples or models are within the circles we choose.  

 
I say ‘example’ because Paul says he’s given an example to imitate and even though Paul encourages them to 

imitate him, he says that because he imitates someone else—Jesus Christ. In another letter to the church at Corinth, 
he makes it plain: “Be imitators of me as I am of Christ.” And when he says ‘example’ in this letter, it is the same 
word in the Gospel of John for the mark of the nails in Jesus’s hands that Thomas is looking for after the 
resurrection (John 20:25).  
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Paul has been an example, an imprint, a human mark, of the suffering Christ. His scars, his struggles, are 
imitations of Christ’s, so ultimately, we are encouraged to not imitate Paul per se but imitate Christ.  Be his example. 
Be his mark in the world. St. Augustine wrote it this way in his Confessions: “Why art thou proud, O man? God for 
thee became low. Thou wouldst perhaps be ashamed to imitate a lowly man; then at least imitate the lowly God.”  

 
Imitate Jesus in behavior and desire and character. Copy him—what he does and who he is. Follow his scars 

and imprint of love on his hands like an incarnate compass leading you all the way to the cross and to this table. At 
the cross and table, his nail-marked hands mark us forever as his children by his suffering love through his body and 
blood. The nail marks in his hands are imprints of us us on his body and show us what it means to be his lowly 
examples in the world—to suffer and to love.  

 
Come to this table to keep his company and to find your true company you should keep, your com-panis, 

your bread. At this table spread, you will find and be with God’s bread. And the very Bread of Life you eat, you will 
become so you can be more like Jesus every day.  

 
It’s funny how you become who you are with.  
 


