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Revelation 3:15 – The Deadly Sin of Sloth 
 

I know your works, that you are neither cold nor hot. 

What is sloth?  

For me, the word “sloth” at first conjures up images of the sort of people I used to work with (and I use that term “work” 
loosely) at my summer jobs in college and seminary. Some employees were scheduled for 40-50 hours a week, while others 
would be scheduled for less than 20 hours a week. But if one of those who were scheduled for less than 20 hours a week 
actually showed up to work a shift, by the end of it they would be complaining about how long they had been there and how 
beat they were—as though standing in a gas station for 8 hours was the equivalent of completing the Ironman Triathlon. 

Maybe you have worked with people like that, or maybe you have heard of people who were reluctant to look for a job 
because if they found one, they would lose out on their unemployment compensation and they’d actually have to work.  

And then, to top it all off, maybe you have heard those same people complain about what I heard my fellow employees 
complain about—that they didn’t have any money to go anywhere or do anything.  

I have to admit that I didn’t spend a lot of time feeling sorry for them, and the apostle Paul wouldn’t have, either, for he 
wrote, “If a man will not work, he shall not eat.” Paul wasn’t merely issuing a command, but he was also restating a 
general truth that had been spoken already in Proverbs: “Laziness brings deep sleep, and the shiftless man goes hungry.” 

And at this point in the sermon we can think, “Yup, Pastor, you said it, you didn’t pull any punches. You really told 
‘em.”  

After all, we know that while sloth is something that we see all around us, it only poses a danger to the bodies and souls 
of others. Our life, our career, the overtime we’ve put in—all those things are evidence that we can hardly be accused of 
sloth. In fact, as we look at those sitting with us today—who live in a fast-paced, 24-hour, overcaffeinated, goal-oriented, 
success-worshipping society, a society that has the grossest national product—due, we’d say, in no small part to the fact 
that we have one of the longest workweeks of industrialized nations, it would seem that an overemphasis on work, a tendency 
towards frenzied activity, might be where our concerns should lie.  

But we need to widen our scope and open our eyes a bit as we search for sloth in our lives. Let a writer named Regina 
Barreca do so for us: “Sloth is insidious. It whispers that you might as well do it tomorrow, that nobody will know if you cut 
corners here and there to save yourself some trouble, that the world will be the same in a hundred years no matter what 
you do, so why do anything? Sloth says, ‘Don’t strain yourself,’ ‘What’s the big hurry?’ and ‘Just give me five more 
minutes.’ Sloth hits the snooze alarm, hits the remote control and hits the road when the going gets tough … Sloth cheats 
on exams, drinks straight from the milk carton and leaves exactly two sheets on the toilet roll so that it will have to be 
replaced by the next poor soul who finds out too late that the remaining paper is nothing more than a mirage. Sloth does 
slightly less than the right thing. It doesn’t bother returning something to the lost-and-found, but pockets it instead; it doesn’t 
tell the clerk he has undercharged. Sloth has never written a thank-you note, sent a birthday card on time or entertained 
angels. All of this simply takes too much effort.”  

Yes, sloth shows itself in our houses and our lives too, doesn’t it? And for us, it’s really found in the little stuff—the 
things that aren’t going to cost us. Sloth doesn’t keep us from going to work—because we know that will cost us. Sloth just 
keeps us from doing the best job we can at work. Sloth is the teenager passing by the full garbage can in the kitchen, knowing 
that if he doesn’t empty it, someone else will—and deciding that’s OK with him. Sloth is the spouse knowing that their 
better half has a lower tolerance for a messy garage than they do—and deciding to wait them out.  

Sloth is also seen in unfulfilled promises. Sloth is the son in Jesus’ illustration about the father who told his two sons to 
go out and work in the field. One said he wouldn’t, but then later on he did, while the other said that he would, but didn’t. 
Why did the second son do that? In a word, sloth. But why didn’t he just tell his father that he wasn’t going to work? Again, 
the answer is, “Sloth.” It was easier at that moment to nod his head yes when his father issued the command than it was to 
tell his father no. Wouldn’t the father have been able to plan better had he known that his son wasn’t going to work—instead 
of counting on work being done that wouldn’t be? Wouldn’t that have been easier? Sure—for the father. But—and here’s 
one of the most appalling things about sloth—sloth doesn’t care too much about others. And it certainly doesn’t care as 
much about others as it cares about itself. Although sloths—ourselves included—wouldn’t be too likely to admit it, the fact 
is that the sloth doesn’t care about the person who is counting on us to do it today—because we told them we’d do it today, 
it doesn’t care about the person who will be affected by the corners we cut, it doesn’t care about the carpool that will have 



to wait 9 minutes because the sloth hit the snooze alarm, it doesn’t care about the next person to use the milk or the bathroom. 
It just doesn’t care about anyone but itself.  

Ecclesiastes 10:18 says, “If a man is lazy, the rafters sag; if his hands are idle, the house leaks.” And who is 
affected? Everyone living in that house.  

Sloth’s main question is “What do I feel like doing?” (Or, perhaps more precisely, “What do I feel like not doing?”)  

Why do we commit the sin of sloth? So often it’s not merely because it’s easier than doing the right things the right 
way, but because I care more about myself than I do about those affected by my slothfulness.  

Very simply, sloth is—despite its protesting to the contrary, despite even its half-hearted apologies—selfish.  

What’s worse, the selfishness of sloth even shows up in matters pertaining very directly to God. Sloth shows up in areas 
we would be absolutely ashamed to confess.  

Sloth sees an opportunity for service in the church—whether formal service on a committee or informal, one-time 
service—considers the commitment and the work involved, and declines or silently lets it pass by. Sloth doesn’t get the 
promised committee work done because it knows that the cost of doing so is nothing more than saying “Busy” and slumping 
the shoulders—which will be followed by sympathetic nods of understanding. Sloth half-heartedly works when it comes to 
Bible class preparation simply because it knows no one will really be able to tell. Sloth doesn’t really try when it comes to 
preparing to teach Sunday school because—well, they’re 6 years old—it’s not exactly like they’re going to notice!  

Sloth cuts corners, sloth doesn’t do what it doesn’t do because it knows it can get away with it.  

And if sloth’s selfishness towards others isn’t deadly enough for your soul, if sloth’s selfishness towards God isn’t 
deadly enough for your soul, consider the impact that sloth has on your daily care of your own soul. If you are slothful when 
it comes to matters of daily life, if you don’t do certain things because they are difficult, because your lazy flesh rebels 
against the idea of finding the energy to accomplish them, then you will almost certainly do the same in spiritual matters.  

The spiritual sloth is too lazy to care for himself and others spiritually. The spiritual sloth says that 9:30 on Sunday 
mornings is too early for worship and 11:15 on Sunday mornings is too late for Bible study. Spiritual sloth sends its child 
to bed without a Bible story because Dancing with the Stars won’t be over for 30 minutes. Spiritual sloth sends its family 
away from the supper table without a devotion because—well, man, isn’t “I just didn’t feel like it” a good enough reason 
sometimes?!?!  

Be careful that you don’t disregard these words too quickly or assume that they don’t apply to you. The devil is tricky 
here, and he wants you to do exactly that. He’s tricky in that he can take a person who is apparently not slothful in other 
areas of life, a person who always makes sure to do things “the right way” and “just so”, a person whose appointment book 
is filled—the devil can take such a person and cause them to use such busy-ness as an excuse for being slothful in spiritual 
matters—for saying that they’ll get serious about spiritual things “tomorrow”, that they’ll start increasing their church 
attendance “once summer comes and things settle down”, that they would serve their congregation in this way or that way—
and in fact it kills them that they can’t—but they’re just too busy.  

The devil is good at convincing us that we actually have very good and sound reasons for doing what we are doing—
or, to put it more precisely, for not doing what we are not doing. Satan attempts to convince us that the current state of 
activity—or mostly inactivity—in our spiritual life is due to things that are really beyond our control.  

The reality is often something quite a bit uglier. The reality is often that we are just too slothful to take control of our 
lives, take control of our schedules, that we don’t want to do the difficult work of thinking about the way we spend our time 
and reprioritizing our lives.  

We see that “inconsistent slothfulness”, the slothfulness that is based far more in priorities than fatigue, when we manage 
to find time and energy to lie on a couch and soak in The Bachelor, but not enough time and energy to lie on a couch and 
soak up the Bible reading and devotion from Portals of Prayer.  

And oh, there is a danger—an eternal danger—in such sloth. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus talks about spiritual 
slothfulness. He tells the story of two men—one who built his house on rock—surely not an easy thing, for it would have 
necessitated digging into the rock—and another man who built his house on the sand. Why did he build his house on the 
sand? I suspect that the reason has to do with sloth. It was easier to build it on the sand. You either know or can guess what 
happened—the storms came, wind and rains blew down, and the slothful man’s house came down with a crash. We would 
never let sloth lead us to take such chances with our career, but we too often let sloth lead us to take chances with our soul.  



So what is sloth? A real simple summary might be “knowing what the right thing is to do, and not bothering to do it.” 
And you know what that is—sin, for James says, “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, 
sins.” 

So it’s not surprising to find that Jesus doesn’t dismiss sloth as a mere foible or flaw, but as something far worse—as 
something “wicked.” In the Parable of the Talents, He links slothfulness with wickedness, saying to the third servant, “You 
wicked, lazy servant!” And we know what happened to that servant—he was thrown into the darkness.  

Or look at what Jesus said in Revelation to the slothful church at Laodicea: “I know your works, that you are neither 
cold nor hot. I wish that you were cold or hot. So, because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I am going 
to vomit you out of my mouth.” 

Slothfulness—any kind of slothfulness, but especially slothfulness when it comes to the work of Christ’s church and 
even more especially slothfulness when it comes to the spiritual care of our own souls and the souls of those for whom God 
has made us responsible—slothfulness is the sort of wickedness that sickens Jesus and makes Him want to spit us right out 
of His mouth into hell.  

What is the solution for our sins of slothfulness? What exactly should we get off our lazy behinds and get busy doing? 
In one sense, nothing. In one sense, we shouldn’t get busy doing anything. To take care of our sins of selfishly leaving 
things undone—or not done quite as well as they should have been—we ought not feverishly start doing all those things 
perfectly. To take care of our sins of spiritual slothfulness, we shouldn’t become overly busy with devotions and church 
work.  

No, to take care of our sins of slothfulness we ought to do nothing. First, because there is nothing we can do to change 
them or to atone for them. Second, because Jesus has already done everything necessary.  

Jesus never cut one corner when it came to His obedience of the Ten Commandments. When He could have pretended 
not to see someone who needed help, when it would have been easier to keep moving, He stopped and helped. When He 
could have attempted to convince Himself that He had done enough preaching of the gospel and that He deserved a break 
today, that there had to be some balance in His life between serving His God and serving Himself, Jesus told His disciples, 
“As long as it is day, we must do the work of him who sent me.” 

And when it came time to die, when sloth would have looked for an easier way out, a way to cut some corners, and even 
a way to not show up for work at all, Jesus took the cup His Father handed Him and willingly went to the cross to make a 
payment for our sins of slothfulness. And there was no cutting of corners in that payment. Jesus did every last bit, until He 
was able to say, “It is finished.” 

Rest easy. Your sins of slothfulness are forgiven. Forever. 


