Take This Job and Love It #12

“Workaholic—Who, Me?”

Ecclesiastes 2:4-11, 21-25

If I were to label our present society, I would call it the “Holic Generation.”  Everywhere you turn, you hear of another “holic” syndrome:

· Alcoholic

· Cigaholic

· Coffeholic

This past week on the Internet I found the following additions:

· Waterholic

· Fabriholic

· Musicholic

· Fishoholic

Perhaps the most common, though, is the workaholic. Unlike the silly “holics” I just mentioned, workaholism is legitimate.  And very hazardous.

The Undeniable Reality of Workaholism

We must first acknowledge the undeniable reality of workaholism. Despite all the technological advances which allows us to do more work in less time, we find ourselves trying to do more and more work, leaving us with less and less time!  Some people find themselves so lost in their work that they seemingly cannot break free.  Believe it or not, there are “Workaholic Anonymous” groups around the country and on the Internet!

This is not a uniquely American problem, either, as WebMD reports,

In Japan, it's called karoshi—“death by overwork”—and it's estimated to cause 1,000 deaths per year, nearly 5% of that country’s stroke and heart attack deaths in employees under age 60.

In the Netherlands, it's resulted in a new condition known as "leisure illness," estimated to affect 3% of its entire population, according to one study. Workers actually get physically sick on weekends and vacations as they stop working and try, in vain, to relax.
And here in the U.S., workaholism remains what it's always been: the so-called "respectable addiction" that's dangerous as any other and could affect millions of Americans—whether or not they hold jobs.

"Yes, workaholism is an addiction, an obsessive-compulsive disorder, and it's not the same as working hard or putting in long hours," says Bryan Robinson, PhD, one of the nation's leading researchers on the disorder and author of Chained to the Desk and other books on workaholism.


Bryan Robinson knows what he’s talking about; he’s been there and done that:

Bryan was a workaholic. He rarely took vacations, and whenever he did, work took up most of his time. He worked every evening and on weekends. He worked on all the public holidays, including Christmas. On the day of his father’s funeral, he was in his office for much of the day working on a project so insignificant that he can’t remember now what it was.
Unlike alcoholics or substance abusers who hide their addictions, Bryan took pride in his work. He got regular promotions and bonuses. He was affirmed by his employer and admired by colleagues who were in awe of his productivity and accomplishments. He regularly missed family gatherings and social events because of the pressure of his work, frequently skipped lunch so he could stay at his desk, but was annoyed whenever somebody close to him would comment on his work obsession.
Members of Alcoholics Anonymous often speak of hitting bottom when the alcohol stops working, family members walk out, long-ignored physical problems make it impossible to continue, and the drinker knows that he or she has to get help. Something like this happened to Bryan. His career was going well, but his family fell apart and so did his body. “I was thirty-eight,” he wrote later. “I was recovering from surgery for stress-related gastrointestinal problems. My life was crumbling under my feet, and there was nothing I could do about it. I lost weight. I couldn’t eat… I was a chain-smoking, caffeine-drinking work junkie, dogged by self-doubt.” He started getting annoyed with people, and once he angrily confronted a college librarian, demanding to know the name of the irresponsible person who had checked out a book and kept it overdue for three months. “She gave me the name,” he wrote later. “It was my own. Work had been the one thing that I had always done well, and now even that was failing me. Yet, I couldn’t stop working.”
Bryan got counseling, eventually wrote a book about workaholism, and today he counsels others who are addicted to their work. A lot of the people who come to his office are business executives, driven people climbing the corporate ladder, success-oriented individuals who are consumed by their work and flooded with emptiness when they have to stop, however briefly. Does it surprise you that even more of the people Bryan sees in his practice are other counselors, including pastors? Like drug addicts and other substance abusers, they are sacrificing their families, their bodies, and their futures on the altar of a compulsive, driven addiction to work.﻿

What are some danger signs of workaholism?  Here are four:

Our job becomes more important that God.  When we find ourselves skipping spiritual activities (personal and corporate) because of our busy work schedules, then we are in trouble.  The first of the Ten Commandments states, “You shall have no other gods before me” (Exo 20:3).  As Baldwin points out, “God has ordained work (as well as music, relationships, and art) as a means to worship and serve him.  But when we make any of God’s good gifts an end in itself, it becomes idolatrous.  We begin to glorify that gift or ourselves, rather than God.”
  Jesus warns in Mark 8:36-37, “What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?  Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?”  Again, quoting from Baldwin, “It is one thing to work heartily as unto the Lord; it is quite another to sell our souls to the workplace.”

Our job becomes more important than our family.  Too many people (including pastors and missionaries!) have sacrificed their families on the altar of work.  This was never intended to be!  God instructs us to give proper priority to our marriage relationship (1 Cor 7:3-5) and to our children (Eph 6:4), even over acts of Christian service!  As Paul suggests in 1 Timothy 3:5, “If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God’s church?”  We must put our families in their proper priority—before work.

Our job requires too many hours.  Psalm 127:2 says, “In vain you rise up early and stay up late, toiling for food to eat…” How much is too much?  If you don’t have time for God, family, friends, or recreation, then you are working too much!  In this verse, 

…workaholics are addressed. They begin their labors early and continue them late; but through constant anxiety they may lose all the enjoyment of that which they earn. Those who are right with the Lord, however, enjoy their sleep. The point is, that God’s blessing is necessary to prosper in one’s toil.
 
Our job destroys our health.  Too much stress on the body is no good, as we saw two weeks ago.  We are to take care of the bodies God has given us, as Paul warns in 1 Corinthians 3:16-17, “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you?  If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him; for God’s temple is sacred, and you are that temple.”  We must take care of ourselves!

If these statements describe our lives, we must (in the words of Haggai) give careful thought to our ways.  Our work is just not worth it!  As Lily Tomlin has said, “The trouble with the rat race is, even if you win, you’re still a rat.”
 

The Underlying Reasons for Workaholism

Before we get to the question of how to overcome this problem, we need to address, “Why do we tend to become workaholics?  What are the underlying reasons for workaholism?”  Christian psychologist Gary Collins notes,

Workaholics are hard-driving people, goal-dominated, ambitious, and seemingly filled with energy. They also may be insecure, unwilling to let others get close, insensitive, afraid of failure, and vaguely hoping that all insecurities will vanish when they reach the top of their professions.
 
While this is not an exhaustive list, here are a few reasons for going to extremes with regard to work:

Searching for satisfaction and significance in life.  Solomon tried this, as recorded in Ecclesiastes chapter 2:

I undertook great projects: I built houses for myself and planted vineyards. I made gardens and parks and planted all kinds of fruit trees in them. I made reservoirs to water groves of flourishing trees. I bought male and female slaves and had other slaves who were born in my house. I also owned more herds and flocks than anyone in Jerusalem before me. I amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasure of kings and provinces. I acquired men and women singers, and a harem as well—the delights of the heart of man. I became greater by far than anyone in Jerusalem before me. In all this my wisdom stayed with me. I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure. My heart took delight in all my work, and this was the reward for all my labor [Eccl 2:4-10]. 

Sounds like the American Dream, doesn’t it?  How happy and how proud he must have been of all his accomplishments!  Yet he responds in verse 11, “Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun.” What?  How can that be?  He explains in verses 17-23,

So I hated life, because the work that is done under the sun was grievous to me. All of it is meaningless, a chasing after the wind. I hated all the things I had toiled for under the sun, because I must leave them to the one who comes after me. And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? Yet he will have control over all the work into which I have poured my effort and skill under the sun. This too is meaningless. So my heart began to despair over all my toilsome labor under the sun. For a man may do his work with wisdom, knowledge and skill, and then he must leave all he owns to someone who has not worked for it. This too is meaningless and a great misfortune. What does a man get for all the toil and anxious striving with which he labors under the sun? All his days his work is pain and grief; even at night his mind does not rest. This too is meaningless. 

Solomon discovered that his accomplishments did not satisfy that basic need to feel significant.  The journey was a pleasure, but the destination brought pain. “Success is full of promise until men get it,” said the American preacher Henry Ward Beecher, “and then it is last year’s nest from which the birds have flown.”

The real problem here is that we are trying to meet our basic need for significance with something that doesn’t satisfy that need.  “There is nothing inherent in humanity that makes it possible for us to extract enjoyment and purpose from the things we do.”
  This consuming need to focus all of our life on work belies an underlying spiritual problem.  As Christians, we believe that God, who ultimately provides for our needs, created us for more than work.
 We must realize that we will only find satisfaction and significance in life in Jesus Christ.

Governed by greed.  Once again, Solomon reports on the meaninglessness of greed and amassing riches in Ecclesiastes 5:10-17,

Whoever loves money never has money enough; whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income. This too is meaningless. As goods increase, so do those who consume them. And what benefit are they to the owner except to feast his eyes on them?  The sleep of a laborer is sweet, whether he eats little or much, but the abundance of a rich man permits him no sleep.  I have seen a grievous evil under the sun: wealth hoarded to the harm of its owner, or wealth lost through some misfortune, so that when he has a son there is nothing left for him.  Naked a man comes from his mother's womb, and as he comes, so he departs. He takes nothing from his labor that he can carry in his hand.  This too is a grievous evil: As a man comes, so he departs, and what does he gain, since he toils for the wind?  All his days he eats in darkness, with great frustration, affliction and anger. 

Jesus warns in Luke 12:15, “Watch out!  Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.”  How opposite this is from our society!  We might summarize our world’s philosophy in the bumper sticker, “He who dies with the most toys wins.”  (I think it is more accurate to say, “He who dies with the most toys doesn’t care, because he’s dead!”)  Or, as Chuck Swindoll puts it, “I’ve never seen a hearse pulling a U-Haul!”  We can’t take it with us, as Solomon concluded in Ecclesiastes.

Paul writes in 1 Timothy 6:9-10,

People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. 

Notice that it is not money that is the root of all evil, but the love of money that is the root of all kinds of evil.  Some try to get rich through gambling or playing the lottery; some engage in illegal activity that can make a lot of money quickly…as long as they don’t get caught; still others try to earn it honestly, working more and more just to keep up with their own lifestyle. Elsewhere Paul equates greed with idolatry in Colossians 3:5.  Do you think God takes that seriously?

Worrying about meeting one’s material needs.  Some people work themselves to death because they are afraid that they will not be able to support their families.  But as Jesus points out in Matthew 6:25-34, God is the ultimate provider of our needs.  While we must do our part and work for a living, we need not be driven by fear that we will not be provided for.  John White points out,

Sometimes we work too much not because the work is essential, but because we are driven by fear—rather than sustained by faith. Workaholics are driven. Work for them is not an expression of faith but a search for peace … workaholics try to keep their consciences clean by working. Consequently they work too much and become slaves to their own neuroticism. Workaholics cannot easily rest; they begin to look haunted when relaxing.1
The Ultimate Response to Workaholism

Now that we know why we tend to fall into this trap, how can we overcome it?  What is the ultimate response to workaholism?

Previously we noted that the opposite of stress is peace.  The ultimate response to workaholism is rest.  Consider what God’s Word says on the subject:

Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array. By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done [Genesis 2:1-3]. 

Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates. For in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy [Exodus 20:8-11]. 

The fear of the Lord leads to life: then one rests content, untouched by trouble [Proverbs 19:23]. 

The apostles gathered around Jesus and reported to him all they had done and taught. Then, because so many people were coming and going that they did not even have a chance to eat, he said to them, "Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest." So they went away by themselves in a boat to a solitary place [Mark 6:30-32].

Finally, let’s go back to Ecclesiastes to get, in Paul Harvey’s words, “the rest of the story.”  When we left Solomon, he was the poster child for disillusionment and frustration.  We might be surprised, then, to read in Ecclesiastes 2:24-25, “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?”  Where did that come from?  He expands on this in Ecclesiastes 5:18-20, 

Then I realized that it is good and proper for a man to eat and drink, and to find satisfaction in his toilsome labor under the sun during the few days of life God has given him—for this is his lot. Moreover, when God gives any man wealth and possessions, and enables him to enjoy them, to accept his lot and be happy in his work—this is a gift of God. He seldom reflects on the days of his life, because God keeps him occupied with gladness of heart. 

Solomon realizes that “enjoyment is God’s personal gift.  Unless God is in the middle of it, lasting enjoyment is not possible.”
  Perspective is as important as physical rest in overcoming workaholism.

Finally, as Baldwin concludes,

No job should require us to lose our lives or our health. Even the work of the gospel does not call us to self-destruct.
There used to be a popular saying among the students at my Bible college: “I would rather burn out for God than rust out.” I never liked that saying. Why should I burn out by setting a furious pace or rust out by sitting idle? Why not wear out after many years of effective service? Although serving Christ may in some situations make us vulnerable to persecution or even endanger our lives, that’s quite different from us knowingly abus​ing or endangering ourselves out of recklessness or ambition.
Robert Murray McCheyne burned out for God. McCheyne, a Scottish prodigy who matriculated from Edinburgh University in 1827 at age fourteen, became a licensed Presbyterian preacher at age twenty-two. A year later he was leading a congregation of eleven hundred.
McCheyne devoted himself to his work with such ardor that his health failed. Though he was much admired and later re​ferred to as “the saintly McCheyne,” he died at age twenty-nine, lamenting, “God gave me a message to deliver and a horse to ride. Alas, I have killed the horse and now I cannot deliver the message.”
Overexertion does not glorify God. Our bodies are more than horses we ride to exhaustion or machines that can work over​time with no serious effects. Our bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit to be cared for and respected.

We may not always love our work.  Our jobs may require us to work hard.  Occasionally we may be called upon to put in a little more time and effort into our jobs than usual.  But when work becomes an obsession, trying to fill the need for significance, security, or outright greed, then we fall into the trap of the workaholic.

Workaholism is not a virtue; it is a vice.  Like a literal vice, it will squeeze all of our mental and physical energy from us.  It can destroy our relationships, our health, and even our faith.  As Jesus taught in Luke 9:25, “What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very self?”  The price tag of workaholism is just too high.  We need to find our security and our significance from our relationship to Jesus Christ, not our work, families, or anything else.  When we find those needs being met, we will be more satisfied—and less stressed—with our work.
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