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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY

IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD

Esteeming Work, Pt 1
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Work Is Central to Our Lives

• If a man begins full-time work at 21 years of age and retires 
at the age of 65, he will have worked 44 years.

• Over these 44 years, a man will work on average 246 days a 
year (not counting weekends and 15 days for vacation). 
This amounts to 10,824 “working days” of his life.

• At 8 hours per day, a man will have worked 86,592 hours of 
his life.

4

But Work Is Viewed as a Necessary Evil
• A 2013 survey revealed that 73% of those surveyed worked 

strictly for a paycheck. 

• In other words, 3/4 of the working population sees little 
inherent value in their 87,000 hours of labor.

• For many, work is a necessary evil—or even an unjust 
byproduct of our capitalist system.

• The growing disdain for work reflects the increasing 
secularization of our culture—and it is having an impact on 
the church.
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Ten Lessons on Esteeming Work
from the Book of Proverbs

PART 1

1. A biblical esteem for work recognizes that God 
Himself works.

6

• Common belief: work is the consequence of sin; utopia is the 
absence of work.

• Biblical wisdom emphasizes that everything in the world 
that is good and praiseworthy is the direct result of the 
work of God.

• Everything good we see and enjoy is the product of God’s 
infinite power combined with His inscrutable wisdom.
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• Proverbs 3:19 – “The LORD by wisdom founded the earth, by 
understanding He established the heavens.” 

 The verb “founded” (ָיַסד, yāsad) is used in the OT to 
refer to ambitious building activities, such as the 
building of the temple in Jerusalem, the founding of 
cities, and the construction of defensive walls. 

 The verb implies significant effort and investment; it 
describes a major undertaking usually attempted by 
great leaders. 

 God is to be recognized for His majestic building 
efforts!
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• Proverbs 8:22-31 – “The LORD
possessed me at the beginning of His 
way, before His works of old. From 
everlasting I was established, from 
the beginning, from the earliest 
times of the earth. When there were 
no depths I was brought forth, when 
there were no springs abounding 
with water. Before the mountains 
were settled, before the hills I was 
brought forth; while He had not yet 
made the earth and the fields, nor 
the first dust of the world. . . .
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• Proverbs 8:22-31 (cont’d) – “When He established the 
heavens, I was there, when He inscribed a circle on the face 
of the deep, when He made firm the skies above, when the 
springs of the deep became fixed, when He set for the sea 
its boundary so that the water would not transgress His 
command, when He marked out the foundations of the 
earth; then I was beside Him, as a master workman; and I 
was daily His delight, rejoicing always before Him, rejoicing 
in the world, His earth, and having my delight in the sons of 
men.”

• Genesis 1:1-2:3

10

• Thus, work itself must never be viewed as a consequence 
of sin, for God Himself is a God of work:

• Psalm 111:2-3 – “Great are the works of the LORD; 
they are studied by all who delight in them. Splendid 
and majestic is His work.”

• John 5:17 – “But He [Jesus] answered them, ‘My 
Father is working until now, and I Myself am 
working.’”

9

10



1/14/2021

6

11

• Man was created to reflect this glory.

 Genesis 1:28-29 – “God blessed them; and God said to 
them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth, and 
subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over 
the birds of the sky and over every living thing that 
moves on the earth.’ Then God said, ‘Behold, I have 
given you every plant yielding seed that is on the 
surface of all the earth, and every tree which has fruit 
yielding seed; it shall be food for you.’”

 Genesis 2:15 – “Then the LORD God took the man and 
put him into the garden of Eden to cultivate it and 
keep it.”

12

• But man is no longer “in the Garden.”

 Genesis 3:17-19 – “Then to Adam He said, ‘Because you 
have listened to the voice of your wife, and have eaten 
from the tree about which I commanded you, saying, 
“You shall not eat from it”; cursed is the ground because 
of you; in toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. 
Both thorns and thistles it shall grow for you; and you 
will eat the plants of the field; by the sweat of your face
you will eat bread, till you return to the ground, because 
from it you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust 
you shall return.”

• A new reality: personal depravity + a cursed world.
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2. A biblical esteem for work requires the 
mortification of laziness.

13

• Sin’s perversion of the image of God in man has resulted in 
the corruption of man’s work ethic. 

• Consequently, a significant portion of Proverbs’ teaching on 
work focuses on identifying the ways in which this corrupt 
work ethic manifests itself. 

• While there are various manifestations, the primary one is 
laziness.
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• The favorite term the book of 
Proverbs uses to describe one 
characterized as lazy is the word 
“sluggard” (ָעֵצל, ‘atzel). 

• It is found 14x in Proverbs—6:6, 9; 
10:26; 13:4; 15:19; 19:24; 20:4; 
21:25; 22:13; 24:30; 26:13-16—and 
always refers to a negative moral 
state that demands rebuke.

• How to identify a sluggard (7 
characteristics):
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(1) The sluggard relaxes when he should be laboring: 

 10:5 – “He who gathers in summer is a son who acts 
wisely, but he who sleeps in harvest is a son who acts 
shamefully.”

16

(2) The sluggard relaxes before his work is complete: 

 12:27 – “A lazy man does not roast his prey, but the 
precious possession of a man is diligence.”

(3) The sluggard relaxes to the detriment of those around him:

 10:26 – “Like vinegar to the teeth and smoke to the 
eyes, so is the lazy one to those who send him.”

 18:9 – “He also who is slack in his work is brother to 
him who destroys.”
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(4) The sluggard relaxes in defiance of the counsel of others:

 26:16 – “The sluggard is wiser in his own eyes than 
seven men who can give a discreet answer.”

(5) The sluggard relaxes by exaggerating the risk of work:

 22:13 – “The sluggard says, ‘There 
is a lion outside; I will be killed in 
the streets!’”

 26:13 – “The sluggard says, ‘There 
is a lion in the road! A lion is in the 
open square!’”

18

“This is what the sluggard is doing. He 
deeply desires to stay at home and not 

work. There is no good reason to stay at 
home. So what does he do? Does he 

overcome his bad desire? No, he uses his 
mind to create unreal circumstances to 

justify his desire. He may even believe the 
creation of his mind. Deception can cross 

from moral depravity to mental 
derangement—from deceiving others to 

deceiving ourselves.” 

—John Piper
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(6) The sluggard relaxes even though it restricts him to a life of 
menial labor:

 12:24 – “The hand of the diligent will rule, but the 
slack hand will be put to forced labor.”

(7) The sluggard relaxes even on the edge of poverty:

 6:9-11 – “How long will you lie down, O sluggard? 
When will you arise from your sleep? ‘A little sleep, a 
little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest’—
your poverty will come in like a vagabond and your 
need like an armed man.”

20

“Laziness in Proverbs is more than a 
character flaw; it is a moral issue.” 

—Waltke, Proverbs 1-15, 115
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• Practical consequences of laziness . . . 

 Exposure to and ensnarement in all kinds of sin habits. 

 Involvement in shady schemes and dishonest practices.

 Propagation of the welfare state and higher penalties 
(taxation) for hard working individuals.

 Abuse of the charity of God’s people, leaving less for 
those in true need.

 Perpetuating poverty for the family.

 Defilement of the image of God.

3. A biblical esteem for work prioritizes diligent 
labor before reward.

22

• In response to the sin of laziness, Proverbs prescribes hard 
work and diligence—the practice of sustained discipline—as 
the way of success. 

 10:4b – “The hand of the diligent makes rich.”
 12:24a – “The hand of the diligent will rule.”
 12:27b – “The precious possession of a man is diligence.”
 21:5a – “The plans of the diligent lead surely to 

advantage.”
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• Once again, we see the law of cause-and-effect.

 CAUSE: diligent labor  EFFECT: profit

• 6:6-8 – “Go to the ant, O 
sluggard, observe her ways 
and be wise, which, having no 
chief, officer or ruler, 
prepares her food in the 
summer and gathers her 
provision in the harvest.” 

24

• 10:4-5 – “Poor is he who works with a negligent hand, but 
the hand of the diligent makes rich. He who gathers in 
summer is a son who acts wisely, but he who sleeps in 
harvest is a son who acts shamefully.”

• 12:11 – “He who tills his land will have plenty of bread, but 
he who pursues worthless things lacks sense.” 

• 24:27 – “Prepare your work outside and make it ready for 
yourself in the field; afterwards, then, build your house.”

• 27:18 – “He who tends the fig tree will eat its fruit, and he 
who cares for his master will be honored.”

23
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• A fundamental lesson of wisdom: delayed gratification.

• The sluggard: “Never accomplish today what you can put 
off tomorrow!”

• Also the sluggard: “Never delay to tomorrow what you 
can enjoy today!”

• Colossians 3:23 – “Whatever you do, do your work 
heartily, as for the Lord rather than for men, knowing 
that from the Lord you will receive the reward of the 
inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom you serve.”

• 2 Timothy 2:6 – “The hard-working farmer ought to be 
the first to receive his share of the crops.”

4. A biblical esteem for work takes responsibility 
for ending the cycle of poverty.

26

• Proverbs teaches that individuals must take responsibility for 
their plight in life—including poverty. 

• Rather than placing the obligation on the community or the 
family, Solomon taught that the individual must see his 
responsibility both for his current state of destitution and for 
his path to escape that plight. 

• Once again, the cause-and-effect logic of biblical wisdom.
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• 6:10 // 24:34 – “‘A little sleep, a little slumber, a little 
folding of the hands to rest,’ then your poverty will come
as a robber, and your want like an armed man.” 

• 10:4 – “Poor is he who works with a negligent hand, but 
the hand of the diligent makes rich.”

• 12:24 – “The hand of the diligent will rule, but the slack
hand will be put to forced labor.”

• 20:13 – “Do not love sleep, or you will become poor; open 
your eyes, and you will be satisfied with food.”

28

• 1 Thessalonians 4:11-12 – “make it your ambition to lead 
a quiet life and attend to your own business and work with 
your hands, just as we commanded you, so that you will 
behave properly toward outsiders and not be in any need.”

• 2 Thessalonians 3:10-12 – “For even when we were with 
you, we used to give you this order: if anyone is not willing 
to work, then he is not to eat, either. For we hear that 
some among you are leading an undisciplined life, doing 
no work at all, but acting like busybodies. Now such 
persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ 
to work in quiet fashion and eat their own bread.”
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• Indeed, Proverbs does balance this teaching with duly noted
qualifications:

 Some who are wealthy are not righteous (16:8; 28:6, 
8, 11; Ps 73:2-12).

 Some who are poor are not so because they have 
never worked hard (13:23; Job).

 Wealth is never to be considered the ultimate goal in 
life (19:1, 22; 22:1; 23:4-5; 30:7-9; Ecclesiastes).

30

Personal responsibility and hard work are the best responses 
to poverty, while the blind and unconditional distribution of 

entitlements creates a cruel system of dependency. 
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5. A biblical esteem for work cannot coincide with 
an attitude of self-sufficiency.

31

• Proverbs does not equate a strong work ethic with personal 
arrogance and self-sufficiency.

• Planning for labor and labor itself must be done in a spirit of 
dependency and teachability. 

• Success in labor is achieved by the application of wisdom, and 
wisdom is acquired through receiving instruction and 
correction from the wise.

32

• 1:7 – “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; 
fools despise wisdom and instruction.”

• 15:22 – “Without consultation, plans are frustrated, but 
with many counselors they succeed.”

• 24:3-6 – “By wisdom a house is built, and by understanding 
it is established; and by knowledge the rooms are filled 
with all precious and pleasant riches. A wise man is strong, 
and a man of knowledge increases power. For by wise 
guidance you will wage war, and in abundance of 
counselors there is victory.”

31
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Five Lessons from the Book of Proverbs

1. A biblical esteem for work recognizes that God Himself works.

2. A biblical esteem for work requires the mortification of laziness.

3. A biblical esteem for work prioritizes diligent labor before reward.

4. A biblical esteem for work takes responsibility for ending the cycle of poverty.

5. A biblical esteem for work cannot coincide with an attitude of self-sufficiency.
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