Take This Job and Love It #1

“Do I Have To?”

Genesis 2:15; 3:17-19
How do you define yourself?

Let me put it this way: When you meet someone for the first time and they say, “Tell me about yourself,” where do you begin?  For many of us—particularly men—we talk about what we do for a living.  (Women may be more apt to talk about their husband and children, for they tend to define themselves based on their relationships, whereas men tend to define themselves based on their occupation.)

Society tends to define a person by their work as well.  Read an obituary, and often you will find listed the person’s name, age at death, and then their occupation—even before their family relationships or church affiliation.

Perhaps this is due to the amount of time we invest in work.  An employee spends approximately sixty-three percent of his waking hours at work or on work-related activities.
  If we were to include time spent “talking shop” off the clock, that percentage would grow even larger!
How many people, though, are truly happy in their employment?  We might be apt to reflect the attitude of one song title, “This job ain’t nothin’ but work.”  Or the saying, “If you like what you do for a living, you have a career; otherwise, you have a job”—spoken by someone who had a job!  Or in the words of one poetic soul,

I don’t mind work 

if I’ve nothing else to do;

I quite admit it’s true

that now and then I shirk

particularly boring kinds of work—



don’t you?

But, on the whole,

I think it’s fair to say,

provided I can do it my own way,

and that I need not start on it today—


I quite like work!

These attitudes led one company to post this notice near the time clock:

Some time between starting and quitting time, without infringing on lunch periods, coffee breaks, rest periods, story-telling, ticket-selling, holiday planning, and the rehashing of yesterday’s television programs, we ask that each employee try to find some time for a work break. This may seem radical, but it might aid steady employment and assure regular pay​checks.


Why is that?  Why do we tend to have such a negative attitude toward work?  For many, the problem is a theological one.  One author has written,

The orthodox view of work, which has been accepted by most managers and industrial psychologists is a simple one, and fifty years of industrial psychology and more than a century of man​agerial practice have been founded upon it. [What is it?] It ac​cepts the Old Testament belief that physical labor is a curse imposed on man as a punishment for his sins, and that the sen​sible man labors solely in order to keep himself and his family alive or… to enable him to do the things he really likes….
 

The author evidently knows more about industry than Scrip​ture, for according to Scripture work is a blessing, not a curse.  Ecclesiastes 2:24-25 tells us, “A man can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work. This too, I see, is from the hand of God, for without him, who can eat or find enjoyment?”  So why do so many people—particularly Christians—have such a negative attitude toward work?  As Robert Maddox writes in The Christian Employee,
Strangely, we Christians are more likely to have problems with employment than are non-Christians. We have experienced the sweet communion with God that is available to man. We know the joys of being a husband and father under God. The non-Christian, on the other hand, is more likely to view work as his primary source of personal achievement and satisfaction. He is much less likely to enjoy his family. To him, his worth as a family man is measured by the size of his paycheck, his social status, and the college his children will attend.
As Christians, stamped with the nature of God, we don’t enjoy going to the office five days a week to work with non-Christians, who aren’t stamped with the divine nature. The people, the pressure, the whole environment of the secular office combine to burst our spiritual bubble of peace and joy.
But we have to work, and so we suffer on…and on….

Maybe the culprit is, at least in part, the church itself.  How much instruction do we receive on employment? We may hear a sermon once a year on how good hard work is for the soul, but that has been the extent of it.  Yet the Bible has much to say about our work.  So for the next few months, we are going to take a long look at the Scriptural perspective on our work.  I am borrowing as a title for this series from a book written by Stanley Baldwin, “Take This Job and Love It,” which he got by adapting that well-known country song by Johnny Paycheck, “Take This Job and Shove It.”  This morning I want to take an overview of the subject, and in subsequent weeks we will look at more specific aspects of work in greater detail.

The Divine Aim of Work

Let’s begin our study by considering the aim of work.  Why do we work?  To answer that question, turn to the book of Genesis.  Some bright minds may anticipate where I’m heading and turn to chapter three, where God outlines the curse of sin on Adam and Eve. Not so fast, my friend!

Turn instead to Genesis 2:4-9 and then 15,

When the Lord God made the earth and the heavens—and no shrub of the field had yet appeared on the earth and no plant of the field had yet sprung up, for the Lord God had not sent rain on the earth and there was no man to work the ground, but streams came up from the earth and watered the whole surface of the ground—the Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being. 

Now the Lord God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed. And the Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground — trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. In the middle of the garden were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil…. 

The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.
What does this tell us about God’s original intention?  He created mankind with the ability to work.  This is, at least in part, the reason God placed man in His creation—to work it and take care of it.  It didn’t have to be this way.  Think about it:

God could have made a garden that required no tending. He could have created a changeless plastic paradise. Instead he made plants that needed to be nurtured, trimmed, trained and controlled. Clearly, part of God’s original design was for us to work. Therefore, when we work, we are following God’s plan.


What a difference from the average Christian’s perspective on their employment!  But, as Warren Wiersbe points out,

We need to recognize the fact that work is not a curse. God gave Adam work to do in the Garden even before sin entered the scene (Gen. 2:15)…. When we engage in honorable employment, we’re cooperating with God in caring for and using His creation, we’re helping to provide for others, and we’re growing in character.
 
I like John Stott’s definition of work: “Work is the expenditure of energy (manual or mental or both) in the service of others, which brings fulfillment to the worker, bene​fit to the community, and glory to God.” 
 That sounds a lot better than “the old grind” or “the 9-to-5” that most people call their job!

Part of this shift in attitude may well be cultural as well.  Wiersbe notes, “The Jews honored honest labor and required all their rabbis to have a trade. But the Greeks despised manual labor and left it to their slaves.”
  Since we Americans tend to be more Western (Greek) in our thinking than Eastern (Jewish), that attitude toward work is more prevalent.

The Divine Affliction of Work

But what about Genesis 3?  Wasn’t work cursed by sin?  Yes it was.  Genesis 3:17-19 records the affliction of work,

To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat of it,’ “Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life.  It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.” 

While it is the ground that is directly cursed by God, it affects work because Adam was created to work the soil.  Before sin, nature worked in cooperation with man; after sin, nature seems to work against mankind.  Work became harder on many levels.  Yet, as Baldwin points out,

This passage does not say that work itself is a part of the curse. Rather, it indicates that work would become “painful”— that, like the ground, work would now be flawed or marred. The ground would bring forth thistles and thorns, as well as the edible and delightful plants it previously produced. Work would include elements of fatigue, frustration and desperation, as well as the fulfillment it previously offered. Nevertheless, work itself remained a good thing, an essential element in an arrangement that God pronounced good and very good.


Work will never be perfect—not in our world that has been corrupted by sin.  We work with people who are imperfect. (So do they, since they work with us!) Equipment breaks down. Weather can wreck havoc with our labors. Some days it seems that Murphy’s Law has taken over: “If anything can go wrong, it will!”


But that doesn’t mean that our work as a whole should be characterized as negative.  Yes, there are negative aspects to the job, but if we acknowledge and accept that fact, we can get past the negative and actually find the fulfillment that God intended.

The Divine Appreciation of Work

Part of that fulfillment we can find in our job is what I call the divine appreciation of work.  We may feel that no one notices or values our efforts, but our Heavenly Father does.  Hebrews 6:10 promises, “God is not unjust; he will not forget your work and the love you have shown him as you have helped his people and continue to help them.”  Jesus said in Matthew 6:4 and 6, “Your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”  

“Sure,” someone might object, “but that’s talking about ‘Christian’ work—preachers and missionaries and evangelists.  What about my lousy ol’ job?”  I would disagree with the basic premise of the argument. The Bible does not separate our lives into the “spiritual” and the “secular.”  Everything we do is done in the spiritual realm. No matter what we do for a living, we ultimately work for God, and will be rewarded accordingly by Him.  Paul writes in Colossians 3:23-24,

Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving. 

Notice the first word: “Whatever.”  This is not a conditional statement: “If you have a spiritual occupation…” No, the Word says, “whatever you do, work at it with all your heart.”  It doesn’t matter if you are blue collar or white collar; if you get paid hourly, salary, or commission; if you work with people all day or never see a soul; if your work is primarily mental or menial—we are to perform that job as though Jesus Christ Himself was our Boss.

Let that sink in for a minute.  How would you have to change your work habits if Jesus was your Supervisor?  How would we adjust our attitudes, actions, and words?  Would it affect how long our breaks are, how hard we work, and the quality of the completed efforts?

This is not a mind game Paul is advocating.  We are not to pretend that Jesus is our Boss.  As Baldwin writes, “We should consider our work as being for the Lord because it is.”
 The reality is that everything we do falls under the jurisdiction of our Lord.  Baldwin continues,

The fact that we work for God also means that we need never be truly “unemployed.” Though at various times in our lives we may be out of a job that pays the bills, God presents us with opportunities every day to help take care of his creation—wheth​er it’s spending time with the elderly, tutoring children with learning disabilities or keeping the house clean for other “work​ing” members of the family. Of course, you need a way to put food on the table and keep a roof over your head. But even while you are out of an economically rewarding job, serving God in other ways can still lift your spirits and preserve your self-re​spect.
Working for God not only assures us of “employment” but of compensation as well. Few things take the steam out of us like feeling that our efforts are not appreciated or that we are being exploited on the job. Workers slough off, even sabotage the projects on which they are employed, when they sense that they are not being treated right.

Because God is just and righteous, you cannot do good work in God’s garden and not get paid: “God is not unjust; he will not forget your work and the love you have shown him as you have helped his people and continue to help them” (Heb 6:10). While this verse speaks directly about work done on behalf of Christian brothers and sisters, the principle applies more broad​ly. Paul makes it clear in Colossians 3:23-24 that any good work we do, no matter what the circumstance, serves God and will be rewarded by God.

Work is very much a part of life.  Don’t bemoan that fact—God made you that way!  We are created to be working individuals, even as God is a working Being.  We reflect the image of God when we work.  Yes, work has been made more difficult as a result of sin, but work itself is not part of that curse.

Remember what work is all about: “Work is the expenditure of energy (manual or mental or both) in the service of others, which brings fulfillment to the worker, bene​fit to the community, and glory to God.”  We serve God, benefit others, and find fulfillment ourselves.  That perspective can make it possible to “take this job and love it!”
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