A Biblical View of Work & Vocation

Preached by Pastor John Ting to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 6-7 October 2001.

Genesis 1:26-28

26 Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground."

27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.

28 God blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground."

Genesis 2:15

15 The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.

1. The dignity & respectability of all work (unless sinful).

Quite some years back, the Singapore government introduced a Work with your hands campaign, to try to correct wrong attitudes about manual labour. Every school organised a Saturday morning Work with your hands event where students were to pick up rubbish, clean the toilets & so on. At a well-known mission school, expensive cars arrived & out stepped ... no, not a student ... but a Chinese amah or Filipina maid sent by the parents to take the place of their son. The parents considered manual labour beneath the dignity of any member of their family. Such an attitude is, I believe, not a Biblical one!

We should note that in the Old Testament, God is sometimes described as a craftsman or labourer working with this hands (Psalm 8:3,6; Isaiah 45:9; Jeremiah 18:1-10). Such a picture of God would have been quite unacceptable to most religious thinkers in biblical times. For example, the ideal Greek gentleman was one who did not lower himself to work with his hands - that was the task of slaves, not gentlemen! This is not so with the Old Testament or the New Testament.

Remember how Jesus, washed the feet of the disciples? This was the responsibility of servants and slaves! Jesus worked as a carpenter. Jewish religious teachers usually engaged in some form of handicraft.

This was considered honourable. Thus the Bible takes a high view of the dignity of human work & labour. As someone put it,

The fact that God works, invests all work with dignity.

The fact that he created man to work, invests all work with normality.

Genesis 2:15 tells us, "The Lord God took the man & put him in the Garden of Eden to work it & take care of it."  Adam's vocation involved agriculture & estate management! Work is a creation ordinance it is not a consequence of the Fall – though toil, hardship, oppressiveness & exploitation in work is a consequence!

Instead of being influenced by worldly views in our attitude towards different kinds of work, we should affirm the dignity & respectability of all work, unless it is sinful! Let me comment briefly here, on work that is sinful.

Firstly, there are occupations which are clearly sinful & immoral like the sex & drug trades, counterfeiting, smuggling. Secondly there are areas which particular Christians regard as sinful, for example, alcohol, military service, areas of the entertainment industry. Not all Christians consider these sinful but those who do should avoid them. Thirdly, many areas & types of work are okay in themselves but they may be run dishonestly & sinfully, for example, a business whose product is legitimate but which engages in corrupt practices. Fourthly there are occupations which are ethical in themselves but which may be morally harmful to particular Christians, for example, working in a medical clinic or pharmacy for an ex-addict or youth work for someone with a homosexual orientation.

2. God's calling applies to all jobs unpaid as well as paid!

Let me make a comment here on one significant unpaid calling! My wife sometimes is asked by people, “What do you do for a living?” and she will say “I am a full time homemaker.” “Oh so you don’t do any work” is sometimes the reply. I tell you what, if you have been a full time homemaker, you will know how wrong that is! I am so glad my daughter, Michelle, when she was about 5, had a more biblical understanding of homemaking than I think many do in our days. She came one day and pulled out a dollar note and then went to my wife and said “Mummy, I want to give you this dollar note.” and Frances said “No, no. Mummy gives you money, you don’t have to give me money!”

“But I want to.”

“Why Michelle?”

“Because you do so much and you don’t get paid for it. Here!”

Now, in case you think $1 reflected a low estimation of her mother’s work, a few weeks later she came to me with 50 cents!

(She did say later “Dad, that’s unfair, I only had 50 cents then!”)

It would not be uncommon for someone to ask me how God called me into full-time ministry. But what if I were a businessman, or a banker or a clerk, would people still ask me how God called me to that position? Probably not!

But why not? Why do people so readily associate God's call with full-time Christian ministry but not with being a business man or banker or clerk? What would be your response if I were to ask you to share with me how God called you into your present job or profession? To what extent do you have a sense of God's calling into your present job or profession? You would probably be disappointed, if I did not have a clear sense of God's calling into my present position & you would have a right to be disappointed. Do I also have a right to be disappointed if you do not have a clear sense of peace that you are in the place God wants you to be? Why is it that we tend to restrict the idea of God's call to the (so-called) full-time ministry?

It goes back to the early centuries of the Christian church when it was influenced by Greek dualism. This dualism saw the spiritual realm as good & the material world as bad. This was reinforced by the ascetic movement which sought to suppress & deny bodily needs & desires. Thus it was thought a person could only serve God wholeheartedly if he or she left the world & became a monk or a nun. The third century theologian Origen, distinguished between those who had renounced the world & taken up a religious calling (these he likened to front-line troops) & those who had married & remained in their secular tasks (these he likened to the camp followers!) Martin Luther rebelled against this kind of teaching.

He taught that God's calling applied not only to the religious life but also to life & work in the world. Calvinists developed Luther's teaching. They believed all roles in society should be treated as a calling. So I hope you will be ready if I should ask you to share with me about God's calling in your life!

3. We serve God through all areas of our fives 'secular' as well as 'sacred

A Campus Crusade full-time staff worker was once asked why she left her secular job to become a full-time staff-worker. She replied, "Because I wanted my life to really count for God!'

Let's think about this!

What was she saying? Was she saying, "I knew God was calling me out of my secular job into full-time ministry & therefore I could not expect my life to count for God if I disobeyed him & continued in my secular job." If this is what she was saying-well & good! But if she was saying, "Our lives only really count for God when we are serving him full-time," then I would have to say she was wrong!

Our lives can count fully for God in our secular jobs if that is the place God wants us to be & if we are living as children of light in our secular jobs! And here, I want to correct a possible misconception.

There are those who think of their jobs as only earning a living & who think of serving God only in terms of witnessing at work or of serving in church & Christian activities.

In Ephesians 5:8-10, Paul wrote, "For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness & truth) & find out what pleases the Lord." To be children of light in our work involves, not just witnessing at work but also our work itself. I heard once of four young American men who went to Africa with a deep desire to evangelise. They went as teachers. However, because of their desire to evangelise they did not give much time to their classroom preparation & teaching. Was their evangelism effective? Of course not! If they had taught with integrity, not only would this have given their evangelism more credibility, but their teaching itself would have been serving God.

Cf Missionary producing daily Conference newsletter at Pattaya '80 & the testimony of the local Thai helpers to his witness ... !!

At DTC (Discipleship Training Centre), we used to play Volleyball with recovering drug addicts who were at the Helping Hand Christian Drug Rehabilitation programme across the road from us. For most addicts lying has become a way of life. When we played volleyball, DTC students & I would sometimes touch the net without anyone knowing we had touched the net. However, we wanted to be honest so we would acknowledge our fault & give the point to the other side. I think we took the addicts by surprise when we first did this. However, I was encouraged when the recovering addicts themselves came to follow our example.

I believe that we can even serve God when we are playing games if we play with integrity & good sportsmanship. So we serve God when we fulfil our responsibilities with integrity, faithfulness & Christian standards whatever the job or area & not just when we serve in church or 'Christian work'.

Furthermore, we should not judge the worth or dignity of a person on the basis of the social or financial standing of that person's job or profession.

Cf Arthur & Dennis ...

4. Put work in its proper place.

[image: image1.png]


In Singapore one can be forgiven for thinking that all aspects of people's lives are ultimately subordinated to Work Productivity. And it seems to me that the government reinforces such a view of work. The following diagram illustrates what I mean!

EDUCATION




Diagram A
SKILLS TRAINING

RELATIONSHIPS



WORK PRODUCTIVITY

MOTIVATION

WORK ATTITUDES

REST & LEISURE

Cf the marriage & productivity seminar I was invited to lead . . . (work productivity NOT family productivity)

Look at the next diagram following, which 1 believe is more Biblical.
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Notice how all the different areas, including work productivity are all subordinated to the Glory of God. As Paul wrote in I Corinthians 10:31, "So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God!" Let me quote at some length from my book Living Biblically at Work.

I first quote from an article by Paul Marshall.

"As creatures made in the image of God, we are called to do many things other than work. We are expected to be responsible in a Christian way in all our relationships - as husbands, wives, parents, children, neighbours, friends & citizens. Our mandate is to reflect the image of God in every dimension of our existence - including worship, intimacy, play & rest. . . ." (Paul Marshall)  I then go on to make my own comment.

'All of our life should be subject to, & under the control of God. Each of the major areas of our life - work, church, community, family, rest & leisure - has significance in & of itself before God & apart from each other.

At the same time, these different areas are interrelated & one will affect the other. Rest will affect work & work will affect rest. However . . . each area has worth in itself before God & this includes rest & leisure as well as work, family, church & community. Thus, while Christians should be wholehearted in their work, other important areas of their lives should not be sacrificed in the process. Christians also need to be wholehearted in their family life, wholehearted at church, wholehearted in the community & wholehearted in their rest & play. " (33c) Let me illustrate this with another diagram.


God should not be displaced from the centre by self, or mammon or work or by anything or anyone else.

We should have healthy & God-pleasing attitudes & motivations towards work & the time we give to work. When do our attitudes & motivations become unhealthy & displeasing to God?

(1) When work exceeds its place & cuts into & robs other areas in our lives of their rightful place. I respect a friend of mine a Church elder (Albert Seah) who turned down a job offer even though it would have meant new challenges & significantly increased income. He turned it down because it would have affected too much his commitment to his young family & his ministry as a Church leader. The decision was not an easy one.

(2) When work instead of God becomes the centre of our life, & our whole life revolves around our work.

Cf BY at the bus stop . . .

It can be like this with work . . .

BUT it ought to be

(3) When we become dependent on our work for our sense of self­worth, approval and acceptance. I think of someone (Rita W) who set perfectionist standards for herself at work because her self-esteem & her sense of self-worth were tied to work success. Hence she drove herself & others, too hard. However, our sense of self-worth, approval & acceptance & our emotional & psychological security should rest in God's acceptance & love for us in Jesus Christ & not in our work!

5. Rest & play to the glory of God!

Let me quote again from Marshall! "Our mandate is to reflect the image of God in every dimension of our existence-including worship, intimacy, play & rest. The contemplative life is not a higher kind of life, but it is an essential part of our life. Our work has no prior claim to our time. One part of our calling is the calling to rest. Even God rested after creating the world. The commandment not to labour on the Sabbath carries as much weight as the commandments not to kill or steal . . . Rest is more than recuperation from work & preparation for it. It is a God-given human response in its own right. . ."  I believe God intends us to enjoy a weekly Sabbath rest. For most here this will be Sunday. For me it's a combination of Sunday & Monday depending on the amount of ministry I have on the Sunday. Marshall continues, "Each 7th day, each 7th year & each 7th of 7 years was a Sabbath for people, for animals & for the land itself. This cycle of work & rest was intimately tied to Israel's trust in God. . Rest is more than recuperation from work & preparation for it. It is a God-given human response in its own right. It is not simply the result of external factors – spare time, a weekend holiday or vacation. 'It is,' as Josef Pieper says, 'a condition of the soul.' . . Resting is tied to faith – which may be why most of us avoid a rest. It means letting the world pass by for a time . . When we rest we accept God's grace. We do not seek to earn. We receive. . It is possible to suggest several practical steps for the restoration of rest.

But here we will merely point out that genuine rest can never come through a skill or technique. It must flow from living faith in a Saviour, the One who takes up our burdens.!"
6. Motives for work (Colossians 3.22-23)

Finally, what should be our primary motive when we work?

Quoting the apostle Paul in Colossians 3:22-23 with some slight rewording, "…do it not only when your employer's eye is on you to win his favour but with sincerity of heart & reverence for the Lord. Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men!"

Cf Blakehurst inspection . . .

In this case, pleasing God in our work place also means pleasing men. . . . However, in our work place, pleasing God may sometimes mean displeasing men. When we seek to live as children of light we expose the darkness. When it is common practice to tell white lies & we do not tell white lies; when we exercise integrity in terms of the use of expense accounts,  we may experience the dislike & displeasure of our colleagues. But while we want to be sensitive & gracious in our dealings with our colleagues & not have a superior 'holier-than-thou' attitude we must still seek to please the Lord rather than men if the two should clash.

Cf  London Tube collector . . .

May God make this portion of his Word more & more real to us. And may he grant us his enabling grace to follow this Word.
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