
REVIEW FROM LAST WEEK—WORK AS OPPRESSION 

 
“Evil rolls across the ages, but so does good. Good has its own momentum. Corruption never wholly 
succeeds.  Creation is stronger than sin and grace stronger still. Creation and grace are anvils that have 

worn out a lot of our hammers.” (Cornelius Plantinga) 
 

Our Work reflects the image of Our God who is a worker 

Our Work can be holy ground if consecrated to God in Faith 

Our Work is our calling from God, not just a job—In Christ it has purpose, joy, direction, focus, and motivation 

Our Work value is not determined by prestige, impact, or financial gain but by its service and redemptive value in Christ 

Our Work can and should be done for the glory of God—Ex. Bach, S.D.G. 

Our Work is done Coram Deo, before the face of God, in His presence, under His authority, and for His glory 

Our Work not only reflects God’s work but continues to participate in it into eternity. 

 

After the fall, Work is: 

1. Changed—no longer yields, subject to Frustration, Futility, Failure, and False Starts 

2. Abused—Overwork, underwork, oppression of others, stripping of creation 

3. A Battle—“Thorns, thistles, pain, and sweat” mark our efforts to work. 

 

Oppression, Injustice, and Failure in our work drive us to: 

1. Pray—comes from poverty of spirit more than self-discipline, coming to the end of ourselves 

2. Faith that God is present despite circumstances 

3. Hope in God’s purposes and in the ultimate redemption/restoration wrought by Christ.  God is 

overwriting the 4 F’s with the 4 R’s:  Redemption, Renewal, Restoration, Reconciliation.   

 

WINTER 2011:  GOD AT WORK 

WEEK 5:  WORK AS IDOLATRY 

 

An idol forms in our life when we take one of the gifts of God and put it in the place of God.  As Tim 
Keller has said, an idol is making a good thing an ultimate thing.  But if there is no God and if this world 
is all there is, this construction of meaning for ourselves is completely natural.  
 
Stephen Jay Gould:  We are here because one odd group of fishes had a peculiar fin anatomy that could 
transform into legs for terrestrial creatures; because comets struck the earth and wiped out dinosaurs, 
thereby giving mammals a chance not otherwise available (so thank your lucky stars in a literal sense); 
because the earth never froze entirely during an ice age; because a small and tenuous species, arising in 
Africa a quarter of a million years ago, has managed, so far, to survive by hook and by crook. We may 
yearn for a "higher" answer — but none exists. This explanation, though superficially troubling, if not 
terrifying, is ultimately liberating and exhilarating. We cannot read the meaning of life passively in the 
facts of nature. We must construct these answers for ourselves. 
 
Psalm 127.1-2:  Unless the LORD builds the house, those who build it labor in vain. Unless the LORD 
watches over the city, the watchman stays awake in vain.  2 It is in vain that you rise up early and go late 
to rest, eating the bread of anxious toil; for he gives to his beloved sleep. 
 



These are not the irate ramblings of a bitter failure, but the sober judgment of one of the highest 
achievers, hardest workers, and greatest earners the world has ever known. 
 
Ecclesiastes 2.11, 18-26:  Then I considered all that my hands had done, the toil I had expended in 
doing it, and behold, all was vanity and a striving after wind, and there was nothing to be gained under 
the sun. 18 I hated all my toil in which I toil under the sun, seeing that I must leave it to the man who will 
come after me, 19 and who knows whether he will be wise or a fool? Yet he will be master of all for 
which I toiled and used my wisdom under the sun. This also is vanity. 20 So I turned about and gave my 
heart up to despair over all the toil of my labors under the sun, 21 because sometimes a person who has 
toiled with wisdom and knowledge and skill must leave everything to be enjoyed by someone who did 
not toil for it. This also is vanity and a great evil. 22 What has a man from all the toil and striving of heart 
with which he toils beneath the sun? 23 For all his days are full of sorrow, and his work is a vexation. 
Even in the night his heart does not rest. This also is vanity. 24 There is nothing better for a person than 
that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God, 25 
for apart from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment? 26 For to the one who pleases him God has 
given wisdom and knowledge and joy, but to the sinner he has given the business of gathering and 
collecting, only to give to one who pleases God. This also is vanity and a striving after wind. 
 

1. Idolization of work is rooted in the search for significance (2.19, 22)—Do you know what 
your work is saying to you every day?  If you get it right today, if you prove yourself, you’re 
going to be somebody.  Your work is saying plant yourself here, work harder and harder and I 
will make your life significant; I will make your life mean something.  It is safe to build your 
identity around me.  Not just a living but a LIFE!   Harold Abrams on why he runs the 100m 
race:  “I have 10 seconds to justify my existence.” 
 

2. Idolization of work feeds on envy (Eccl. 4.4, 5.8-11)—right salary for a man is $1 more than 
his brother-in-law.  Recognition is what is important; reputation and status are what we seek 
beneath the work.  We want to be worthy, to prove ourselves to others, to be affirmed, to be 
known and pointed out as intelligent and accomplished.  Rocky to Adrian on why he had to 
fight:  “Then I’ll know I’m not a bum.” 

 
3. Idolization of work leads to isolation (Eccl. 4.8)—Work is about you, directed away from 

God.  It will always have to sustain a bigger load than it can bear; it will have to prop up your 
identity and so it will drive you.  It will be the master and you the slave.  You will sacrifice other 
things to get it.  Notice that the man in 4.8 is alone, no wife, no friends, no kids.  Nobody wants 
to be around him b/c he is consumed.  If you finally get recognition it may only be from afar.  

 
4. Idolization of work brings burnout (Ps. 127.1-2, Eccl. 2.23)—You will notice that he said, he 

“hated” all his work.  If you idolize work, you will grow to hate it; you will never feel that you are 
enough, you “eat the bread of anxious toil.”  You find that even when you accomplish all you 
wanted, then you have to maintain that, you have to keep performing at that level b/c that’s just 
the basic expectation of you now.  But the deal you made the day only pays the bills for 
tomorrow and you’ve got to do it all over again to make it last.  And, Solomon says, even if you 
get enough to make it secure to the end, then what?  Who will get it?  What will happen to all 
that you built? “Even at night your mind will not rest” because failure at work is a failure of you!  
Madonna on her work:  Every time I accomplish something I feel like a special human being but 
after a little while I feel mediocre and uninteresting again.  I have to get myself past this again 
and again.  My drive in life is from the horrible fear of being mediocre.  I have to prove I am 
somebody.” 

 



In His judgment in Genesis 3, God has built futility and frustration right into the fabric of creation, 
which is why Romans 8 tells us that the creation is groaning for its redemption and that our falleness 
points well beyond us.  The futility is actually a gift to us, a tangible reminder of how much we are not 
God and how much we need God.  “Nature and death are saying the same thing when they turn our 
labors into vapor.  Reach out to Him.  Our frustration at trying to shepherd the wind should give us reason 
to turn to the one who rules the wind, the Spirit who is like the wind.”  (Jeff Meyers) 
 
Why do you overwork? Why can’t you leave early? Why can’t you take/enjoy vacation, get mind off—
you think you’re propping it all up. You’re making the world go round.  And if we’re honest, it feels 
good.  Are you frantically working for the recognition of everyone else?  How can we break this? 
 
Hebrews 4.10:  “Whoever has entered God’s rest has rested from his works as God did from His.” You 
might say, I haven’t rested from my work, God still calls me to work so this must be future in heaven.  
But we will still work there too.  He is talking about the foundational work, the work of trying to justify 
ourselves.  But once we have been justified, we can actually rest in all the things that really count and 
then our work can be about God, not us; it can be about service and pleasure for others instead of us.  
 
Gen. 2.2:  And on the seventh day, God finished His work/ “It is finished” (John 19.30) 
 
Matthew 11.28-30:  Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my 
yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your 
souls. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light." 
 
The beloved are given rest again (Ps. 127), the labors can take off their loads again (Matthew 11), the 
strivers can know it is finished (John 19), the burned out idolaters can get enjoyment again (Eccl. 2), and 
the self-justifiers can receive satisfaction again. 
 
There is something fundamental, real, and ultimate that our work can never provide and without which 
our work will never be meaningful or satisfying.  The only way to get it is to trust in the work of another, 
to rest in good work well done by Christ, to know that the real work, the heavy lifting has already been 
done for you.  This becomes the foundation from which we work, the foundation that provides the joy 
of knowing before the fight rather than by the fight that I’m not a bum, of knowing before the race not 
by the race that my existence is justified, of knowing that before the music not by the music I am loved, 
interesting, and have nothing to prove.  The real work has been done, it has been finished; God Himself 
has done the heavy lifting, God Himself has broken the back of Satan and evil; God Himself has taken 
on the heavy yoke; God Himself has dirtied and bloodied Himself in His work.   
 
 


