Take This Job and Love It #2

“Is My Work a Waste?”

1 Thessalonians 4:11-12

We’re doing it more and enjoying it less.


That could apply to many things, but this morning I’m speaking about work—particularly employment.  Centuries ago Confucius taught, “Choose a job you love, and you will never have to work a day in your life.”  Perhaps that same thought inspired the person who posted this message on the Internet:

If everybody loved their job, they probably wouldn’t call it work. The lucky ones are those guys who figured out how to get paid for doing what they love, while the rest of us simply get paid so we can afford to do what we love on the weekends.


This was posted on a web page entitled, “I hate my job!”  How many of us can relate to that?

Dissatisfied Opinion with our Work


The fact is, more and more people are dissatisfied with their work.  One resource states,

Americans are growing increasingly unhappy with their jobs, The Conference Board reports today. The decline in job satisfaction is widespread among workers of all ages and across all income brackets. Half of all Americans today say they are satisfied with their jobs, down from nearly 60 percent in 1995. But among the 50 percent who say they are content, only 14 percent say they are “very satisfied.”


More workers are unhappy with their work, and even those who claim contentment are less satisfied.  Despite the claim of the television commercial to the contrary, this same study concluded that 25% of employees are just “showing up to collect a paycheck.”

As we saw last week, this dissatisfaction is even more pronounced among Christians.  Consider, for example, the story of one Christian man who turned away from a civil engineering career to do “something of value”:
My objective—to be a civil engineer and build bridges, dams, and roads, lasted until I came across 2 Peter 3:10. What a shock, then to realize that everything I planned to build, God would come along and destroy! …So I prayed, “God, I don’t want to give my life to nothing. Why pour 70 years into something and then discover you will burn it and leave me empty-handed?”


Is this the biblical perspective on work, though?  Unless the fruits of my labor last into eternity, is my work a waste?  

Diverse Options with our Work


What can we do when we are dissatisfied with our job?  Stanley Baldwin outlines four diverse options we have when it comes to our work.


First, we can accept defeat and live with the feeling of dissatisfaction.  We grit our teeth and try to gut it out.  Some Christians figure that the more miserable they are, the more spiritual they are.  Being miserable doesn’t make you more spiritual; it just makes you…miserable.  And when you are miserable, it’s hard to not show it.  And that is hardly a positive witness of our faith.  Paul writes in Philippians 2:14-16,

Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life.

We often hear verse 14—”Do everything without complaining or arguing”—but I’m not sure it is often put it in its context.  When we live without complaining and arguing, we “shine like stars” in “a crooked and depraved generation.”  If that is true positively, isn’t the opposite also true?  When we complain and argue, we fail to shine like stars—in fact, we blend into the “crooked and depraved generation” instead of standing out.

As we mentioned last week, Ecclesiastes 2:24-25 states, “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?”  This is the biblical approach to work—to find enjoyment and fulfillment in our work.


Many Christians, though, just can’t see it.  So they move onto the second option, to leave our secular job and pursue full-time Christian work.  This was the attitude of the would-be civil engineer quoted above.


Often when a person takes this step, fellow Christians celebrate with them.  Some might even be envious, wishing that they were making the same move.  But is this always the spiritual thing to do?  Maybe not.  Last week I used the quotation, “If you like what you do for a living, you have a career; otherwise you have a job.”  In fact, there is another viewpoint toward work, though:

People tend to approach work from three perspectives. They view work as a job, a career or a calling. 
· Job. If you approach work as a job, you focus primarily on the financial rewards. In fact, the nature of the work may hold little interest for you. What's important is the money. If a job with more pay comes your way, you'll likely move on.

· Career. If you approach work as a career, you're interested in advancement. You want to climb the career ladder as far as possible or be among the most highly regarded professionals in your field. You're motivated by the status, prestige and power that come with the job.

· Calling. If you approach your job as a calling, you focus on the work itself. You work less for the financial gain or career advancement than for the fulfillment the work brings.
 

I believe it is this third perspective that captures what God intended in our work.  Stuart Briscoe writes,

Christians look at work from a spiritual perspective. We have the idea that our work is not merely a drudgery we must attend to, but a task to which God calls us. In medieval Christianity, the predominant idea was that God called certain people—and their work was a “call​ing.” The rest of the people just worked. That was how we got this awful division between the clergy and the laity; the clergy were called, the laity just got on with it. This attitude was very common. A few people received a high calling into the priesthood, and the rest of the folk just went through the sheer drudgery of their work.

Then along came the Reformation, in which one or two ancient biblical doctrines were rediscovered, including the priesthood of all believers. All believers in Jesus Christ are one in Christ Jesus, and we are all “a kingdom of priests” (1 Pet. 2:5, 9). All of us have immediate access to the Father through the Son, and we don’t need to go through a priest or any other human agent.

What other truth does this idea lead us to? If everybody is a priest before God, everybody is equally called. And if everybody is equally called, then the work you are in—if God wants you in it—is your calling.

We might answer: “Come on. I’m just an electrician,” or “I’m just a homemaker,” or “But I work in a multimillion-dollar industry that has nothing to do with God or religion!” We are used to seeing life divided in this way. But in God’s eyes there’s no such thing as “just a homemaker.” You can rule out “just a” when you talk about your job, if you believe that work is a calling. Paul suggests in 1 Corinthians 7:20 that the work you are involved in is as much a divine calling as that in which a missionary or a pastor is involved. This means that “nonreligious” jobs can also be callings. Of course we are aware of some livelihoods that work against God’s kingdom by their very nature, and any type of work that is against God cannot be work to which a Christian is called. But if Christians were not called into secular work places, how would Christianity’s positive impact ever be felt in those situations? If we believe that we are called to the work that is before us, I will guarantee a positive shift of attitude toward that work.

So it is not necessarily the “spiritual” thing to leave a secular occupation to pursue a full-time Christian one.  Consider what Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 7:20-24,

Each one should remain in the situation which he was in when God called him. Were you a slave when you were called? Don’t let it trouble you—although if you can gain your freedom, do so. For he who was a slave when he was called by the Lord is the Lord’s freedman; similarly, he who was a free man when he was called is Christ’s slave. You were bought at a price; do not become slaves of men. Brothers, each man, as responsible to God, should remain in the situation God called him to. 


Notice the last phrase: “the situation God called him to.”  We might be tempted to think that, when we become Christians, God is calling us from our life situation.  While it is true that we are called out of darkness and into His kingdom of light, but that does not mean that we change everything about our lives.


An illustration of this is found in the life of Christ.  In Mark chapter five Jesus drives out demons from a possessed man.  Let’s pick up the account in verses 18-20,

As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been demon-possessed begged to go with him. Jesus did not let him, but said, “Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you.” So the man went away and began to tell in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him. And all the people were amazed.


The man wanted to leave everything and follow Christ.  But Jesus told him no!  Why?  Jesus instructed the man to return home and tell his family and friends what God had done for him.  Rather than seeing this as a rejection of a potential apostle, consider this an assignment to minister right where he was!  Jesus knew that he would be more effective where he was already known as opposed to someone new in town that the residents may not trust.


In his book Take This Job and Love It, Stanley Baldwin writes, “One needs a call to leave the secular workplace in favor of full-time Christian service.”
  In other words, leaving a secular job for a Christian one is the exception, not the rule.  What constitutes a call?  It is not a flash of lightning or the voice of God thundering audibly to us.  A calling is a deep conviction that God is moving us in a certain direction, one in which God supplies the means and opportunities, and provides the necessary skills and abilities.  If you feel “called” by God but leaving your present job would put your family in financial jeopardy, think again.  If you feel “called” by God but no doors of ministry opportunity open, maybe it is not God’s calling.  If you feel “called” by God but have no skills or abilities to perform the task, we may be fooling ourselves.


In a recent edition of The Lookout, Patricia Mitchell provides some insightful suggestions before leaving your present job to pursue a Christian vocation:

· If God has put in on your heart to go into church work, volunteer for at least a year before you make the change.  A true [“calling”] reveals itself in hands-on experience.

· If you can, take a sabbatical to give yourself time away from what you are currently doing to explore new directions.

· Objectively assess how a change in your career would affect your household and financial responsibilities.  Extraordinary hardship and overwhelming obstacles may signal that your [“calling”] rests right where you are.

· Contact people already working in your area of interest.  Get to know them and let them get acquainted with you.  If you want God to open doors for you, you need to step up on the porch and knock!
 

I am not suggesting that no Christian is ever called from a secular job to full-time Christian service; but I am suggesting that it is not a decision to be made lightly.  Many have felt “called” to Christian ministry when they were not, and they and their families suffered because of it.

A third option is to compensate for unfulfilling job by getting more involved in Christian activities.  “If I can’t find satisfaction at my job,” such folks conclude, “then I’ll make it up elsewhere!” And so they dive into church activity, community involvement, and volunteer services. There is no lack of opportunity, either!  Countless ministries and organizations are crying out for people’s time, and before we know it, we can be in over our head!

Baldwin warns that “working in the church to compensate for serious deficiencies in your vocational life may pave the way to burnout.”
  Many Christians dive into the deep end of volunteer work only to bail out when they are overwhelmed.  Unfortunately, this leaves commitments unfulfilled, responsibilities undone, and accompanying guilt.

Jesus warned in Luke 14:28-30,

“Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Will he not first sit down and estimate the cost to see if he has enough money to complete it? For if he lays the foundation and is not able to finish it, everyone who sees it will ridicule him, saying, ‘This fellow began to build and was not able to finish.’”


We need to be wise with our time, energy, and resources when it comes to volunteering—even to do Christian service!  When such volunteer efforts serves as compensation for an unfulfilling job, we will find that the initial dissatisfaction never goes away.  Compensation does not deal with the real problem; it only tries to cover it up in a flurry of activity.  Briscoe writes,

I feel that one of the tragedies in our society now is that people think they will find self-fulfillment by turning away from honest, productive, creative, hard work. On the contrary, it is in their com​mitment to creative, productive work that they are most likely to find the fulfillment they seek. The Bible clearly teaches that man and woman are going to be the most fulfilled when they are doing what they were uniquely created to do.

Direct Opportunity with our Work


This leads to the fourth option with regard to our work: we can glorify God in our secular job.  Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 10:31, “…whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”  He adds in 1 Thessalonians 4:11-12,

Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you, so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anybody. 


All work can glorify God, not just “Christian” work.  Whether you are a plumber, a farmer, a teacher, a painter, a salesman, or you load semi trailers with ice cream, you can glorify God with your work!


How can that be done?  We don’t have time for the details today, so you’ll have to come back next Sunday to find out!  But it begins with an attitude that realizes that my work is not a waste, regardless of what I do for a living.  When I conclude that God has called me to serve Him right where I am, my whole outlook changes.

Try this advice provided by Briscoe:

When you check into work tomorrow morning, say to the Lord, Here I am, Lord, uniquely gifted with skill, time, and energy that you have graciously provided. I recognize this. And I believe that you have me where you want me, which means that this particular job that I thought last week was a real bummer is, in actual fact, a high calling. And I am going to live and work today as if that is exactly what it is.


And we can do that because it is a high calling!  My work is not a waste; it is truly worthwhile!
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