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Take a copy of God’s word and let’s meet me in Genesis 2… 
 
If you’re a guest with us today, we are in the middle of a series through the opening chapters of Genesis where 
we see God’s beautiful plans for His creation and where we see them unravel because of sin. We tend to work 
through books of the Bible in an expositional fashion around here, but every so often we slow down a lot to take 
a deeper dive into some matter the text puts before us. We have landed on such a topic in recent weeks—the 
topic of work or vocation.  
 
Work—whether it be the kind of work we are paid for at some office or the kind of work we do at home for the 
wellbeing of our families—is something we spend a lot of time on. And that’s why we are taking a deeper dive 
into this subject. Genesis 2 really helps us to understand the purpose of our work by God’s design. So we are 
slowing down to consider this for a few weeks. This is week two.  
 
As with any subject, it is important for me that we consider the subject in light of the Gospel. And, as I 
mentioned last time, one way to capture the message of the Gospel is to think of it in terms of the Bible’s major 
plot movements—namely, creation, fall, redemption, and consummation. You could summarize the message of 
the Gospel by capturing the heart of what each of these plot points communicates.  
 
Humanity was created by a perfect and holy Creator, and was made in His image. There was peace. All was 
well. There was perfect fellowship between God and humanity. That’s the creation story. But then sin enters the 
equation (the Fall) and messes everything up. The first humans sin against the Lord by breaking His command, 
and because of that rebellion they find themselves broken, cast out from the presence of God, and under the 
sentence of death. The same is true for their descendants—including us. Apart from the work of Christ, there is 
enmity between us and God, and we are under the sentence of death and hell.  
 
But the Bible tells the story of redemption, a story that ultimately climaxes in the Savior that God sent. Enter 
Jesus. God so loved the world that He gave His only Son that whoever believes in Him should not perish but 
have everlasting life. He died on the cross for our sins. His death was a substitute. He offered Himself in the 
place of sinners, so that He could absorb the judgment that His people deserved. He rose from the dead three 
days later and lives today saving all those who trust in Him alone to save. We cannot save ourselves. Jesus 
saves. And He saves by His work alone, by grace, through faith. This is the story of redemption.  
  
And the final plot point of Scripture centers on the return of Christ (consummation). When Jesus returns, He 
will judge the living and the dead, usher in the fulness of the new creation, and make good on every promise 
and threat He has made. That’s one way of telling the Gospel story. Creation, fall, redemption, and 
consummation. Therefore, if we are going to look at our work in light of the Gospel, I think there is value in 
considering work through the lens of these fourfold plot points.  
 
We began to do that last week. We will review that in a moment, but first let’s do the most important thing and 
read the text. We’ve studied most of the verses in the first half of Genesis 2 already in detail. So let me read a 
few of the key verses related to work as we begin. Follow along as I do, beginning in verse 5… 

 



“When no bush of the field was yet in the land and no small plant of the field had yet sprung up—for the 
Lord God had not caused it to rain on the land, and there was no man to work the ground, 6 and a mist 
was going up from the land and was watering the whole face of the ground— 7 then the Lord God 
formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man 
became a living creature. 8 And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and there he put the 
man whom he had formed. 9 And out of the ground the Lord God made to spring up every tree that is 
pleasant to the sight and good for food. The tree of life was in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil…. 

15 The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it. 16 And the 
Lord God commanded the man, saying, ‘You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, 17 but of the tree 
of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely 
die.’” (Genesis 2:5-9, 15-17) 
 

This is God’s Word… 
  
Last week we considered work in light of the Creation account and in light of the Fall. Today I would like for us 
to notice from this text a few more things related to our work from the creation account, so that we can 
understand more what Jesus is restoring in our redemption.   
 
Let’s review. Last time we saw that work is not inherently bad. God works, and we are created in His image, in 
part, to engage in specific work. Furthermore, we saw that God assigns work to humanity before sin enters, 
before humanity experiences the stain of sin. So work is not a consequence of sin. Nevertheless we also saw 
how our experience of work has grown terribly burdensome because of sin and the curse of God on the ground. 
Our work is now marked by “thorns and thistles” and much “pain” (Gen. 3:16-19). Things are broken in the 
world, and our workplaces are not immune to that brokenness. So, yes, our work is often a toil because of sin, 
but work does not owe its existence to sin. Work is part of God’s design for us. It’s a gift from God. It’s part of 
what it means to be human. It’s in our DNA.  
 
You see this in the person who finds retirement so unsatisfying, and so feels like they need to busy themselves 
with other things. You see this when someone’s capacity to work is stripped away—perhaps through bodily 
injury or even old age—and they become disheartened and even begin to feel subhuman. They’re not. They are 
in God’s image. But their experience, though not owing to their personal sin, is a consequence of living in a 
world marked by sin. Things aren’t as they should be. Take a person’s ability to work away, and you get a sense 
of that real quick. We were made to work. As much as we seem to try to escape all work, we cannot do so 
without rebelling against our design. We were made with work in mind. But in a fallen world sometimes the 
work we want to do is not possible. And even when it is possible, it’s not ever free from burden (at least until 
the Lord returns). But the point of all this was to establish that work is a gift. We were made to work. Work is 
not inherently bad. It is part of God’s good intentions for humanity, and remains so even after the Fall.  
 
That being the case, if we are going to understand what the work of Christ means for our experience of work 
(now and in the future), then we must first understand what God’s purpose was for work in the creation account. 
If we don’t grasp this, then we will inevitably look to work for things that it cannot provide, experience in work 
far more toil then we must, and squander the opportunities that our work affords us. So what God says about 
work matters. And as we, God’s people, are increasingly conformed to the image of Christ, we will discover 
that the purpose and meaning that God gave to human work in the creation account will become more and more 
our own objectives in work and will inform our motivations for our work. So before we can really consider our 
work in light of redemption, we need to dig further into the “why” of our work, which Christ intends to restore 
to us. 
 
That brings us back to Genesis 2. When we look at Genesis 2, what can we learn about the purpose for work? 
Well, the key verses, as I mentioned last week, are verses 5 and 15 (and especially verse 15). Since the purpose 



for which humans were placed in the garden is conveyed through to statements—“to work it and keep it”1—it is 
incumbent on us to understand what this language is meant to communicate.2 That’s our goal today. 
 
The first key word used here—translated “to work”—could also be translated “to serve.” In fact, this is the 
normal Hebrew verb for serving. “So”, as one commentator explains, “the note is sounded that man is placed in 
the garden as servant. He is there not to be served but to serve.”3 Sound familiar? Yeah, that is how Jesus 
explains why He took on our humanity, along with His intention “to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 
10:45). But in stating that He came to serve instead of to be served we are reminded that He became truly 
human, walking in the very purposes for which humanity was created. Man was not placed in the paradise of 
Eden simply to soak up the sunshine and sip exotic drinks on the river coast “in idyllic and uninterrupted bliss 
with absolutely no demands on [our] daily schedule.”4 We were created with service in mind. Joyful, life-
giving, fulfilling service to be sure, but service nonetheless.  
 
And service implies that the work is done for the benefit of another.5 That’s not generally how people view their 
work today. Most people view work simply as a means to gain an income so that they can have and do the 
things they want to have and do when they are not working. Jobs tend to be selected, therefore, out of self-
interest. Jesus had some strong warnings for those who spend their life “storing up treasures on earth,” which is 
not a good strategy for investment in view of eternity (Matt. 6:19-20; Mark 8:36; 10:23). To be sure, there is 
nothing wrong with providing for yourself—certainly that would have resulted from working the ground in 
Eden after all—but that’s not all that our work was meant to accomplish, nor even its primary objective.6 True 
service benefits others. It is offered for the sake of others. So it should be with our work today for this is part of 
God’s design in work. 
 
“To keep” conveys the idea of watching over and preserving the garden for its own sake and the sake of those 
living in it, which would also entail the role of guarding it from intruders. Indeed the verb is sometimes 
translated “to guard,” and as we will find out in the next chapter, this is something that Adam failed miserably 
in when a certain serpent made an appearance.7 And, in the aftermath, the Lord, we are told in Genesis 3:24, 
“drove out the man, and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim and a flaming sword that 
turned every way to guard the way to the tree of life.” Note the irony. Adam was meant “to guard” the garden 
from intruders like the serpent, but now this role is given over to these angelic beings that they might “guard” 
(same word) the garden from intruders, and in this case those intruders are none other than humanity who has 
now been evicted from the paradise of Eden. 
 
Now if we stop there we could say that the purpose of our work is the good of others. That’s true. But it’s also 
worth noting that the verbs “to work” and “to keep” (Gen. 2:15) are used routinely by the author throughout the 
first five books of the Old Testament for spiritual service. “Keep,” for instance, is used for keeping God’s 
commandments or in calls to obey God’s Word (e.g., 17:9; 18:19). Interesting the very next verse here in 
Genesis has a commandment from God—“And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, ‘You may surely eat 
of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat…” (2:16-17). 
This instruction Adam is “to keep.”  
 
Additionally, the verb translated “to work” in Genesis 2:15 is not used exclusively for manual labor, but also 
frequently for “service” or “worship” offered to God (e.g., Exod. 8:1, 20; 9:1, 13). In other words, this is 
worship language. And both words—to work and to keep—are used together elsewhere in the Old Testament to 
describe the service of Israel’s priests.8 It would be difficult for the first readers of Genesis—those men and 
women who were delivered from Egypt and entered into covenant relationship with God—to have missed these 
priestly connotations after having so recently received God’s Law, including the instructions for the priests. 
They would have known better than anyone how much God’s instructions for the construction of the tabernacle 
were meant to put in place objects that called to mind the imagery we are seeing here in Genesis 1 and 2. The 
temple was a mini-Eden that had priests to work it and keep it, and even Cherubim guarded the holy place, atop 
the Ark of the Covenant. (One day we will trace this temple theme more thoroughly throughout Scripture, but 
for today we simply should note that this language in Genesis 2 is priestly language.)  



 
As priestly language, it is also worship language. And while Israel had a certain people serve in the office of 
priest, they were called to be, in some sense, a kingdom of priests. They were all worshipers who were meant to 
do priestly things. So, for instance, at the core of the book of Deuteronomy, Moses asks a question: What does 
God require of His people? This is what we read in reply: 
 

“And now, Israel, what does the Lord your God require of you, but to fear the Lord your God, to walk in 
all his ways, to love him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, 13 and to 
keep the commandments and statutes of the Lord, which I am commanding you today for your good?” 
(Deuteronomy 10:12-13)   

 
Same verbs that stand behind humanity’s stated purpose in Genesis 2. So while lots has changed in the 
environment of our work and the heart condition of the worker, the purpose of our remains intact. What God 
required of Adam in the garden, He still requires of His people outside of Eden. They are created and positioned 
“to work and to keep.” 
 
So taken together, back in Genesis 2, what do these words that describe God’s purpose for placing man in the 
garden refer to? Do they refer to labor in the garden or worship of the Lord? I think the answer is “yes.” One 
could wonder if the language here of working and keeping is deliberately chosen to create some sort of word 
play, which, on the one hand, looks back in the text to describe their physical labors for the sake of caring for 
the garden and, by extension, the people and things it will provide for, and, on the other hand, the language 
could look forward to the next verse to hint at the obedience and service that people are meant to render to God. 
It's not either/or. It’s both/and. “Whatever activity the man was to engage in in the garden (and there is no 
reason to doubt that physical activity was involved), it was described in terms of spiritual service of the Lord.”9 
In other words, their work for the sake of caring for the garden and others was meant to be an act of glorifying 
God through worship. In short, their work was meant to be an act of worship for the good of others.  
 
With the remainder of our time today, I would like for us to consider the first half of that statement—work is 
meant to be an act of worship. When I speak of worship through work, I am speaking of worshiping God 
through the way we do our work. The unfortunate reality, however, is that this is not why most people, 
including many believers, do their work. But that is not to say that worship is not happening in the workplace 
because many people, it would seem, worship their work. They make work an idol. In fact, there is a lot of 
idolatry that takes place under the guise of work. Along these lines, Sebastian Traeger and Greg Gilbert, write 
the following: 
 

“What does it mean when we say that a person has made work an idol? Does it simply mean he or she 
works too hard? Is it idolatrous to enjoy what we do, to find pleasure in our work? How about enjoying 
what we do a lot? Is it wrong to want to leave our mark on the world, to ‘put a dent in the universe’ (as 
Steve Jobs once put it)? These can all be perfectly good motivations for our work, and none of them is 
necessarily wrong. The trouble starts when our pursuit of enjoyment or influence or status in our work 
begins to make our work the source of ultimate satisfaction or meaning for us. When that happens, our 
work becomes our god…. 

We tend not to be quite so crass in our idolatry today. Typically, we don’t have little golden 
statues to venerate, nor do we gather at temples to lavish gifts on those statues. We’ve become more 
sophisticated in our idolatry, but our tendency to worship things other than God is just as strong as ever. 
For many people today, their passion is their job and all of the things their job can provide for them—
money, status, identity, pleasure, and purpose. Our jobs capture our hearts and our devotion. We give 
ourselves to them day in and day out. They become the primary object of our passions, our energy, and 
our love. We may not be willing to admit it, but we worship our jobs.”10 

 
Are you willing to admit it? If so, then God would have us repent. Turn from the sin of our idolatry, put work in 
its proper place—recognizing that it is a good thing, but not an ultimate thing—and turn back to the Lord. This 



doesn’t mean, necessarily, that you need to quit your job. But it does mean that you need to see your job 
through the lens of Christ’s work on the cross. His work changes everything, not least of which, your own work. 
Think about the effect the gospel has on our idolatry of work. Traeger and Gilbert describe it like this: 
 

“Jesus’ work for us, in our place, on our behalf, has really and truly secured salvation from our sin and 
eternal life for us—the only life that can provide deep and lasting satisfaction for our souls. What’s 
more, God offers this gift to us without cost! It’s not something we can earn or work to achieve. This 
means our jobs can never give us what we truly want. Only Jesus can. By his life, death, and 
resurrection, he has already achieved for us the highest joy, the highest meaning, the highest 
significance, and the highest prize. When we believe our jobs can provide this for us, we forget the 
gospel.”11 

 
But if through faith in Jesus we have all that, we don’t need our work to provide those things for us. And if we 
have that, then we also have a new Lord. He’s Savior and Lord. He cannot be one without the other. Not 
according to the Bible. “If you trust in Jesus Christ’s life and death in your place—if you’ve given your life to 
him in faith—then you work for a new master in everything you do.”12  
 
So what does that mean for your work? So much! For starters, in redeeming us, “He redeems our relationship 
with work because He becomes the center of our affections.”13 As we’ve seen, that changes how we work and 
who we do our work primarily for. We are working now, in whatever it is we do, to please the Lord, and in such 
a way to bring glory to the Lord. We can now do our work, as Jesus instructed, so that others might see it and 
give glory to our Father in heaven (Matt. 5:16). It’s done first and foremost for His sake, not our own. So we do 
it with excellence, knowing that by it we represent the King. It was meant to be worshipful, and it was meant to 
be carried out in a way that might foster worship in others as well.  
 
Understanding this, Paul instructs,  
 

“Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, 24 knowing that from the Lord you will 
receive the inheritance as your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ.” (Colossians 3:23-24) 

 
Paul was not addressing a bunch of Apostles at a ministry conference. He was writing a church, filled with 
ordinary people—people like you and me—from various walks of life, and he says, that they are to work 
diligently as though they were laboring in service to the Lord because, after all, they are! They are serving the 
Lord Christ! And you are too! Regardless of your daily employment, if you are a Christian, it should be done in 
service to your Savior and Lord. And if that is our primary drive in work, then our identity is not found in our 
work itself. As Bethany Jenkins put it, “When our identity is in Christ, not work, then success does not go to our 
heads, and failure does not go to our hearts.”14 We are not living for the accolades of men, but the pleasure of 
God. We are imaging Him in our work, not fishing for our own glory. 
 
Our work, whatever it may be, is to be done for the Lord, not merely for the people God has placed in authority 
over us. Christians work for Jesus. We don’t work to earn something from Him. We work because He has 
earned something for us. Our work is an act of worship. It’s a response to who He is and what He has done for 
us. It doesn’t mean we sing in the workplace. It means we seek to honor God in the workplace. It means we do 
the tasks we have been assigned the way we believe, according to Scripture, Jesus would have done them had 
they been His assignment. It means our ultimate motivation is not money, fame, success, promotion, or power. 
It’s making much of the Lord in your work.  
 

“Worshiping God in the workplace means you find yourself learning about him, seeing his work, and 
enjoying his presence in your job. When you see creativity, revel in it as a reflection of the Great Creator 
of the universe. When your boss does a good job leading, rejoice in that as a good gift from God. When 
your boss doesn’t do a good job leading, rejoice that the King of the universe is greater than him. When 
you see justice prevail, when you help a client get the best price on the best product for their needs, 



rejoice in those things as a beautiful reflection of God’s goodness. When you have an eternal 
perspective, you are free to worship God in work.”15 

 
Furthermore, if we work for Jesus, then that means we work at the tasks that He has assigned to us. And the 
great commandments that He has placed on our life are captured well in Matthew 22… 
 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. 
38 This is the great and first commandment. 39 And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.” (Matthew 22:37-39) 

 
That’s God’s desire for how you conduct your life. Therefore, that has everything to do with your work. And, I 
would suggest to you, that this also is what we have seen in Genesis today. The working and keeping that was 
given to the first human is, as we have seen, worship language, so it has everything to do with loving God. 
Furthermore, this working and keeping had to do with caring for and guarding a garden which allowed for 
human flourishing, and so has much to do with loving our neighbor. Loving God and neighbor. That is not just 
a summary of the Christian ethic, but it is a good way to encapsulate what working for Jesus looks like in your 
workplace. Jesus returns us to God’s original design for work. Work is an outworking of our love for God and 
neighbor. At least it should be. That is what God has called us to. And this is where we should pick things up 
next week…  
 
It seems to me that there is a lot of confusion on the topic of “calling” when it comes to our work. Therefore, I 
think we would benefit from considering what the Bible says about “calling.” Some of you are wrestling with 
whether or not God has “called” you to do something or another. But does our thinking on “calling” and 
“vocation” match with what Scripture teaches on the matter? How does it relate to these great commandments 
that Jesus gives? Let’s pick things up there next week.  
 
Let’s pray… 
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