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Why We Work 

___________________________________________ 

 

I want to set up the first Scripture reading for this morning’s 

message with a warning – it’s depressing.  I know you know this, but the 

Bible deals with real stuff – it’s not all happy talk.  The biblical writers often 

spoke in honest, even raw terms about the human condition.  We see that 

in Ecclesiastes, chapter 1. 

READ ECCLESIASTES 1: 1-3 

“The words of the teacher, son of David, king in Jerusalem.  

Meaningless!  Meaningless! Says the teacher.  Utterly Meaningless!  

Everything is meaningless.” 

And then, the writer asks a question:  (v. 3)” What does man gain 

from all his labor at which he toils under the sun?”  And then he continues 

his laments about the futility of life, including in verse 8 where he says “All 

things are wearisome, more than one can say.”  Then the finale of this 

passage, verse 11.  “There is no remembrance of men of old, and even 

those who are yet to come will not be remembered by those who follow. 

 Well, there’s a happy note for Labor Day weekend!  You work all your 

life and no one will remember you were even here.  Labor Day was 

originally intended to honor the contributions of those engaged in the 

tough physical work necessary for a well-ordered society.  One can easily 

imagine the writer of Ecclesiastes understanding the unremitting labor of 

the one who daily toiled under the sun, who followed in the line of 

generations of those whose work was unrelenting and unrewarding and 

worse, would not even be remembered. 

 We owe a lot to those around us who do life’s heavy lifting.  About 

the only time they are honored is in the lyrics of country music.  Country 
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music often celebrates the working man and the working women.  It may 

not be high art, but Dolly Parton in her song “9 to 5” touched a lot of 

hearts about what it means to be on the bottom rung in the workplace.  

Johnny Paycheck was immortalized among those with hard jobs who have 

decided to walk away singing “Take this job….”  Well you know the rest of 

it.  Country songs are often the modern-day equivalent of the book of 

Ecclesiastes.   

 Most of us here have either had or have jobs that involve indoor 

work with no heavy lifting.  That’s no small blessing.  But the question the 

writer asks is as relevant to us as for the one who toils with manual labor:  

What do we gain for all our labor?  Or another way to ask it is simply:  

Why DO we work?  On the surface, the answer is easy – we have bills to 

pay, food to buy – in general, life to live.  Surely there is more to life than 

working just to survive, or to make another purchase, or to have 

something to do.  Surely God created us for more. 

In God’s great redemptive story, beginning in Genesis, we indeed see 

God has something more for us when it comes to our work.  Your work 

matters to God.  Your calling is as holy as my calling; your work as a 

Christian in the marketplace of life isn’t the second best thing you could do 

with your life.  In fact, in the distortions of some Christian teaching, and 

I’ve heard this, the message is sent that if you really want your life to 

count – you’d be a missionary.  If you want it to count, but you’re not 

“grade A” Christian material, you should become a pastor – same kind of 

work but without the challenges of strange cultures, hostile conditions, and 

bad food.  The unfortunate messaging continues by saying if you going 

into secular work; you somehow are doing something less than fully 

Christian with your life. 

 There are other distortions about the meaning of our work.  Some 

Christians believe that one of the consequences of the Fall as described in 

Genesis is that work is just a dreary necessity.  They are certainly right in 

that it’s not all it was intended to be, and that sin has very real 
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consequences, but all was not lost.   The onset of sin would come, but the 

original intent still has life for God’s first people, and for us.  Before one 

sees work as a curse, consider Genesis, chapter 2.  In the 9th verse, we’re 

told that “The Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground – 

trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food.”  And then we’re 

told in verse 15, that “the Lord God took the man and put him in the 

Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.  The ability to use our bodies 

to do work was one of God’s great gifts.  That gift remains.  And then, 

right away, God then gave Adam intellectual work to do.  Genesis 2: 19-20 

says “Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of the 

field and all the birds of the air.  He brought them to the man to see what 

he would name them; and whatever the man called each living creature, 

that was his name.  So the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds 

of the air and all the beasts of the field”.  That took some creativity - that 

was good work.   

We are still gifted with creativity.  The first key to understanding the 

Christian view of work is to say it is intrinsically good.  It’s good when the 

farmer plows the good black earth in an Illinois field to grow corn for us to 

eat.  It’s intrinsically good when a business person puts together a deal 

where everyone wins.  It’s good when a professional teacher works 

diligently to teach a child how to read.  This is all good- it’s spiritual – it 

helps people to be blessed – even to flourish. It’s a gift from God to us 

flawed people – God still blesses us and others through our labor. 

So, we are to see our work as a gift.  I will never forget my experience as a 

pastor in the fall of 2008.  I was serving a church in suburban Sacramento, 

California.  When the recession hit that fall, and the market collapsed and 

the layoffs began – the devastation was immediate and massive among the 

people of our church.  We were in a rapidly growing suburb, one entirely 

dependent on the housing bubble that burst before our eyes.  Between the 

homebuilders, real estate agents, and bankers in the church, almost no 

one was spared.  Our church went into overdrive to find ways of meeting 

the needs of our people.  We announced one weekend that we would have 
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a meeting of all the jobless people in our facility at 7:00 a.m. one weekday 

morning.  I remember driving to work early that morning wondering what 

the turnout would be.  As I pulled up to the office about 6:30, a line 

snaked around the building of unemployed people looking for support, job 

assistance, food and gasoline vouchers, and the simple care of people who 

would listen to their story.  I’ll long remember the look in the eyes of 

people for whom the bottom had just fallen out.  The lesson I learned was 

that our work is a gift – and when it vanishes it is a human tragedy.  Some 

here may have experienced similar pain.  If so, you particularly know the 

agony of the absence of good work – and that work itself is a gift. 

 In the world of the Apostle Paul, the concept of work had become 

particularly distorted.  In his day, work was considered demeaning, fit for 

only the so-called inferior members of the society.  Those who deemed 

themselves superior did not work.  In Ephesians 4:28 Paul challenged 

individuals to “steal no longer, but they must work, doing something useful 

with his hands, that he may have something to share with those in need.”  

Here’s the key to that verse, it’s not about the poor who steal instead of 

working - it’s about anyone who doesn’t make a contribution of their labor 

for the good of others. 

 Our work then, isn’t all about us.  Our jobs are not just about making 

us happy.  They are, as we’ve said, a gift from God – for the purpose of 

helping other people, particularly those in the family of faith.  On our worst 

day in the office, we can take honest satisfaction knowing that the gift of 

our work can be the source of hope for a person in need and for the 

advancement of God’s work in the world.  That’s no small consolation. 

 I don’t want to infer in any of this that ALL work is life-giving.  There 

are those stuck in mindlessly repetitive jobs, or those locked in a time-warp 

of bad practices, or who live in the reality of a job that makes the television 

show “The Office” look good.  Some people have managers that rival the 

absurdities of the boss in the Dilbert comic strip.  It’s hard to remain 

positive in those situations, let alone see them as a gift from God.  I have 
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no cures, but if that’s you, perhaps it will help some to know that you are 

still helping other people by the fruits of your labor, even if it’s 

unappreciated in a dysfunctional workplace.   

 The final thought of this message - and perhaps the best reason for 

why we work, is that our labor honors God.  Many of the great saints of 

the church have commented over the centuries that all work is sacred, that 

our creative work is in fact, the honoring of God the Creator.  God can be 

honored even in the simplest of tasks.  Dr Martin Luther King once said this 

about how we should approach our acts of labor:  (The Bulletin Cover 

Quote) “If a man is called to be a streetsweeper, he should sweep streets 

even as Michelangelo painted, or Beethoven played music, or Shakespeare 

wrote poet.  He should sweep streets so well that all the hosts of heaven 

and earth will pause to say, ‘here lived a great streetsweeper who did his 

job well.” 

 I once had the privilege of meeting a streetsweeper who was 

honored by his church.  Way back in 1986, I was invited to be a part of a 

delegation of ten people who traveled to The People’s Republic of China to 

engage in two weeks of meetings and events with similarly situated young 

leaders in China.   The trip was sponsored by the U. S. State Department, 

and though it sounds like a government junket, and it was, I will never 

forget the trip – particularly one encounter that wasn’t part of the official 

agenda.   

 We travelled throughout the country and one Sunday morning we 

found ourselves in Shanghai, and I finally had a morning to myself.  One 

thing to know as I tell this story is that by 1986, while visitors from the 

west were by no means rare in China, particularly in the major cities; they 

were also not the typical people wandering around.  So, in advance of that 

Sunday morning, I had asked our State Department sponsor if I could go 

to church that particular morning.  He said that would be tricky, but if I 

didn’t take any pictures or tell anyone else on the trip that I did this, he 

would make arrangements.  He got back to me that Sunday morning and 
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said our hosts weren’t too thrilled with the idea of one of their young 

leaders making an appearance in a church with me, so he said “let me take 

you.”  He was fluent in Chinese, and a great guy – so off we went in a cab 

to a church he had found out about. 

 It was a long service on a typically hot, humid Shanghai day.  My 

now friend, Tom, translated for me and seemed to enjoy the experience 

himself, though he normally wasn’t a churchgoer.  At one point in the 

service, he said they were going to honor a member of their congregation 

who just received an award from the government for service to the city of 

Shanghai.  Despite the hardships that Christians faced in China, I somehow 

expected to see someone who was in the inner-circle of the city’s leaders, 

or at least someone with a vital job.  Instead, an old man stood in front of 

us.  Through Tom’s interpretation I learned that this man was once a 

scientist who had somehow fallen out of favor with the government and 

had lost his job.  The only job he could find and do was to become a 

street-sweeper for the city of Shanghai.  Every day he swept the sidewalks 

and streets of that city.  Every day this scientist turned manual worker 

performed work way below his abilities and above the limits of his frail 

body.  The government was aware of his faith, but nevertheless had been 

so impressed by his work ethic that they had named him “Shanghai street-

sweeper of the month”.  The pastor of the church read the government 

citation, and the entire congregation rose to their feet in applause.  One of 

their own had honored God, and thus them by his selfless efforts.  He was 

the living embodiment of Dr. King’s vision of the Christian way of work.  

I’m fortunate to have found my way to that place on that Sunday in a 

faraway country to see a man like that. 

 But that man could be you.  Is your work with little children?  Then 

love them with the mindset of the one who said to such people belongs the 

Kingdom of God.  Is your work nursing or the tending to those too sick or 

frail to care for themselves?  Then tend them like the one who poured 

water into a basin and washed the feet of his friends. 
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 Is your work in accounting, or in teaching or learning math?  God 

knows about that too, for he has counted the stars, and even the hairs of 

our heads are numbered. 

 Whatever your calling, God is present in your work – indeed he works 

with you and beside you.  Even in the retirement stage of life, God is with 

you in the daily chores of life and counts that as important too.  Imagine all 

the collective talents that God has lavished upon this congregation.  After a 

day off tomorrow for most people – imagine what Tuesday, and every day 

thereafter must look like to God as an battalion of Christ Church people 

marches off to take their posts in the fulfillment of God’s call on their life.  

The very thought of that answers the question of why we work.  Amen 

 


