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Good	morning.	My	name’s	Joe	Carter	and	I’m	one	of	the	elders	here	at	Grace	Hill.		
	
While	I	was	preparing	today’s	message	I	asked	some	more	experienced	pastors	
what	I	should	preach	about.	One	of	the	best	pieces	of	advice	they	gave	me	was	to	
“preach	about	what	your	people	need	to	hear	about.”	
		
So	what	is	it	that	the	people	of	Grace	Hill	need	to	hear	about?	From	some	of	the	
conversations	I’ve	had	recently	I	thought	it	might	be	time	for	our	people	to	hear	
about	work.		
	
Work	is	a	rather	generic	term	so	when	I	say	“work”	I’m	referring	to	what	you	do	
with	the	majority	of	your	time,	whether	you	get	paid	or	not,	and	that	you	do	mostly	
because	you	have	to	rather	than	because	it’s	what	you	want	to	be	doing.	For	most	of	
us	our	work	is	whatever	answer	we	give	when	people	ask	what	we	"do	for	a	living."	
	
Some	of	you	have	told	me	about	your	aggravations	and	frustrations	at	work.	Some	of	
you	are	looking	for	work	or	looking	to	change	careers.	And	a	handful	of	you	have	
recently	started	new	jobs.		
	
In	my	own	family,	my	wife	Misty	has	been	stressed	about	changing	careers	after	
more	than	20	years	in	the	medical	field.	After	months	of	searching,	she's	starting	a	
new	job	this	week.		
	
So	almost	everyone	in	our	church	is	either	going	through	challenges	related	to	their	
work	or	they're	praying	for	someone	who	is.	
	
That's	not	all	surprising	since	work	is	such	a	huge	part	of	our	lives.	Some	
researchers	estimate	that	that	over	a	lifetime,	the	average	worker	will	spend	90,000	
hours	at	their	work.	Considering	how	much	of	our	life	is	consumed	by	work,	it’s	odd	
how	we	don’t	hear	more	about	it	from	a	Christian	perspective.		
	
If	God	is	having	us	spend	that	much	time	on	any	activity	we	might	need	to	hear	what	
he	has	to	say	about	it.	So	today	I	want	to	talk	about	what	God	has	to	say	about	your	
work.	I	want	to	give	you	some	encouragement	and	some	good	news.	But	before	we	
can	get	to	the	good	news	we	have	to	talk	some	bad	news.	
		
And	the	bad	news	is	that	your	work	is	cursed.	
		
Before	we	get	started,	though,	let	me	pray	for	us.	
	
[Opening	prayer]		
	



Please	turn	in	your	Bibles	or	your	Bible	apps	to	the	book	of	Ecclesiastes.	We’re	going	
to	be	reading	chapter	2,	verses	17-22.		
	
If	you	don’t	have	a	Bible	and	would	like	one,	please	stop	by	the	Connect	table	after	
the	service	this	morning.	We’d	love	to	give	you	a	Bible	as	a	free	gift	to	you	from	us	
here	at	Grace	Hill.	
		
The	very	first	verse	in	the	book	of	Ecclesiastes	tells	us	that	these	are	the	words	of	
Qoheleth	[Co-hell-eth].	This	name	is	hard	to	translate	so	he’s	sometimes	called	"The	
Teacher"	or	"The	Preacher."	For	our	purposes	I’m	going	to	refer	to	him	as	the	
Preacher.	
	
Throughout	the	book	of	Ecclesiastes,	the	Preacher	comes	across	as	a	bit	of	a	downer,	
and	he	seems	to	have	particularly	negative	feelings	about	work.	In	verses	17-22	he	
says:	
		

"So	I	hated	life,	because	the	work	that	is	done	under	the	sun	was	grievous	to	
me.	All	of	it	is	meaningless,	a	chasing	after	the	wind.	I	hated	all	the	things	I	
had	toiled	for	under	the	sun,	because	I	must	leave	them	to	the	one	who	
comes	after	me.	And	who	knows	whether	that	person	will	be	wise	or	
foolish?	Yet	they	will	have	control	over	all	the	fruit	of	my	toil	into	which	I	
have	poured	my	effort	and	skill	under	the	sun.	This	too	is	meaningless.		
So	my	heart	began	to	despair	over	all	my	toilsome	labor	under	the	sun.	For	a	
person	may	labor	with	wisdom,	knowledge	and	skill,	and	then	they	must	
leave	all	they	own	to	another	who	has	not	toiled	for	it.	This	too	is	
meaningless	and	a	great	misfortune.	What	do	people	get	for	all	the	toil	and	
anxious	striving	with	which	they	labor	under	the	sun?	All	their	days	their	
work	is	grief	and	pain;	even	at	night	their	minds	do	not	rest.	This	too	is	
meaningless."	

		
What’s	your	first	impression	on	hearing	this	text?	If	you’re	like	me,	you	might	be	
wondering	what	such	words	of	despair	and	pessimism	are	doing	in	the	Bible.	Why	
exactly	did	God	want	this	section	on	work	to	be	forever	included	in	holy	Scripture?	
		
In	a	moment	we’ll	consider	that	question	but	for	now	I	want	you	to	think	of	
this	passage	as	being	a	bridge	between	a	time	in	the	past	that	came	before	the	
Preacher…and	a	future	time	that	comes	after	him.		
		
The	past	the	Preacher	is	looking	back	to	is	Genesis	3	in	the	Garden	of	Eden	just	after	
Adam	and	Eve	committed	cosmic	treason	against	God.	This	is	the	story	of	the	Fall,	
where	God	curses	the	Serpent,	curses	Eve,	and	curses	Adam.		
	

In	his	curse	on	Adam	God	says,	
	
“Because	you	listened	to	your	wife	and	ate	fruit	from	the	tree	about	which	I	
commanded	you,	‘You	must	not	eat	from	it,’	



		
“Cursed	is	the	ground	because	of	you;	
through	painful	toil	you	will	eat	food	from	it		
		all	the	days	of	your	life.	
It	will	produce	thorns	and	thistles	for	you,	
		and	you	will	eat	the	plants	of	the	field.	
By	the	sweat	of	your	brow	
		you	will	eat	your	food	
until	you	return	to	the	ground,	
		since	from	it	you	were	taken;	
for	dust	you	are	
		and	to	dust	you	will	return.”	

		
Some	Old	Testament	scholars	argue	this	isn’t	just	talking	about	farming.	They	
believe	the	clause	“by	the	sweat	of	your	brow	you	will	eat	your	food”	is	intended	to	
be	a	metaphor.	They	say	it’s	meaning	is	that	“'you	will	earn	your	living	by	the	sweat	
of	your	brow.”		
	
That	certainly	fits	with	what	the	Preacher	is	talking	about	in	Ecclesiastes.	He’s	
referring	to	the	all-pervasive	effects	of	the	curse	in	Genesis	3	on	the	activities	of	
humans.	
	
The	Hebrew	word	that	Genesis	3	uses	for	“painful	toil”	is	a	synonym	of	the	words	
the	Preacher	uses	36	times	in	Ecclesiastes	for	“toilsome.”	“Toilsome	labor”	is	work	
that	is	incessant,	extremely	hard,	or	exhausting.		
	
The	Teacher	is	saying	here	that	what	makes	the	life	of	work	so	wretched	it’s	often	
a	waste	of	time,	that	nothing	comes	of	our	effort,	and	there	is	often	no	relation	
between	the	outcome	and	the	hard	work	we	put	into	it.		
	
You	might	think	by	“toilsome	labor”	the	Preacher	is	referring	only	to	manual	labor.		
But	the	Preacher	is	giving	us	the	perspective	of	a	super-smart	former	king	of	Israel	
someone	who	didn’t	work	with	his	hands.	
	
The	Preacher	isn’t	just	talking	about	the	work	farmers	or	day	laborers.	He’s	
referring	to	the	work	of	people	we’d	call	a	“knowledge	worker.”	He’s	talking	about	
the	type	of	person,	as	it	says	in	verse	21,	who	labors	with	“wisdom,	knowledge,	and	
skill.”	
		
His	perspective	is	not	that	of	a	middle-manager	who	is	frustrated	because	he	can’t	
get	ahead.	The	perspective	he’s	presenting	if	from	a	person	who,	at	the	time,	was	
considered	the	wisest,	most	powerful,	most	accomplished	man	in	the	nation.	He’s	
the	equivalent	of	Socrates,	Thomas	Jefferson,	and	Steve	Jobs	all	rolled	up	into	one	
person.	And	yet	he	says	his	work	was	nothing	but	“toil	and	anxious	striving”	that	
ended	up	being	meaningless.	
		



We	might	be	tempted	to	summarize	the	point	he’s	making	in	this	passage	by	saying,	
“Work	is	meaningless,	and	then	you	die.”	But	that’s	not	quite	it.	He’s	saying	that	
work	is	meaningless	because	you	die.		
		
About	a	hundred	years	after	the	death	of	the	Apostle	Paul,	a	church	leader	named	
Tertullian	wrote	a	book	called	“Apology	for	the	Christians.”	In	that	book	Tertullian	
tells	about	of	a	Roman	Emperor	who	would	ride	through	the	empire	in	his	chariot.		
	
As	he	rides	along,	everyone	is	cheering	and	singing	his	praises.	But	standing	beside	
the	emperor	in	the	chariot	is	a	man	whose	job	is	to	say	to	him,	“Remember	you	are	a	
man.”	
		
In	other	words,	the	emperor	was	being	reminded	of	what	the	Preacher	was	saying	
you’re	eventually	going	die	and	all	your	great	accomplishments	will	be	left	to	
someone	else	so	don’t	get	too	wrapped	up	in	the	applause.	
		
Death	makes	a	difference	in	our	work.		
	
If	you	are	immortal	if	you	live	forever	you	can	enjoy	your	work	yourself.	You	can	
protect	it	so	that	it	will	always	be	valued.	But	because	we	die	we	leave	our	legacy	in	
the	hands	of	other	people.	Those	people	are	likely	to	be	foolish,	and	they’ll	either	
mess	up	our	work	or	cause	it	to	be	forgotten.		
	
If	this	is	the	fate	of	kings	and	emperors	who	at	least	get	mentioned	in	the	history	
books	how	much	more	meaningless	is	the	work	of	the	common	people?	
	
Will	our	own	toil	and	anxious	striving	be	just	as	meaningless?	The	first	time	I	ever	
really	pondered	that	question	was	30	years	ago.	
		
In	1988	I	joined	the	Marines	and	soon	after	I	finished	boot	camp	I	was	sent	to	a	
naval	air	station	outside	of	Memphis	for	training.	At	the	air	station	were	various	
schools	for	nearly	every	technical	aviation	job	in	the	Navy	and	Marine	Corps.		
	
There	wasn’t	anything	particularly	special	about	the	air	station	but	everyone	there	
was	very	status	conscious.	Everyone	had	a	place	in	the	pecking	order	and	we	
judged	everyone	else	based	on	where	they	fit	in.		
	
We	were	judged	based	on	rank,	and	I	was	a	private	the	lowest	rung	on	the	military	
ladder.	We	were	judged	on	which	school	we	were	in,	with	the	more	technical	jobs	
having	a	higher	status.	And	we	were	judged	within	these	schools,	with	the	better	
students	being	regarded	as	more	worthy.		
	
Somehow	I	had	managed	to	do	well	enough	on	the	aptitude	test	to	get	into	the	
school	for	aviation	electricians.	It	was	a	good	job;	considered	to	be	one	of	the	best	in	
the	Marine	Corps.	But	at	the	air	station	my	school	was	only	in	the	middle	of	the	pack	
in	status	ranking.	



	
	
My	school	was	9	months	long	and	it	was	intense.	We	attended	class	for	9	hours	a	
day,	five	days	a	week.	Every	few	weeks	we	had	a	major	test.	If	you	pass	the	test,	you	
were	allowed	to	continue.	If	you	failed	the	test,	you	had	to	go	before	review	panel	
that	would	decide	your	fate.	If	the	review	panel	didn’t	think	we	were	smart	enough,	
we’d	be	dropped	from	class	and	sent	up	the	street	to	the	Aviation	Firefighting	
school,	a	lower	status	school.	
		
I	was	never	good	at	math	or	science	and	I	was	even	worse	at	studying,	so	
it	wasn’t	much	of	a	surprise	when	halfway	through	the	course	I	failed	a	section.		
	
I	should	have	just	admitted	that	I	wasn’t	cut	out	for	such	technical	work	
and	asked	them	to	drop	me	from	the	school.	I	could	have	gone	on	to	fulfill	every	
little	boy’s	dream	of	becoming	a	firefighter.	But	by	then	I	was	already	caught	up	in	
the	“anxious	striving”	so	I	begged	the	review	board	to	let	me	stay.	
	
They	agreed	to	give	me	a	second	chance	but	I	had	to	wait	for	a	new	class	to	retake	
the	part	I	had	failed.	So	for	the	next	three	months,	I	joined	the	other	failures	in	being	
the	school’s	janitorial	staff.		
	
Every	day	we’d	clean	the	restrooms	and	take	out	the	trash	and	sweep	and	mop	and	
buff	the	floors.	We’d	pretend	not	to	be	ashamed,	as	our	former	classmates	would	
mock	us	or	when	the	instructors	would	point	us	out	as	examples	of	what	happens	
when	you	don’t	apply	yourself.	
	
I've	had	worse	job	and	I’ve	had	harder	jobs,	both	in	an	out	of	the	Marines.	But	that	
was	the	first	job	where	I	really	understood	what	the	Preacher	meant	about	the	toil	
and	anxious	striving	of	work	being	utterly	meaningless.	That	was	my	initiation	into	
the	world	of	seeking	my	worth	and	identity	in	my	work.	
	
What	made	it	worse	is	that	in	feeling	sorry	for	myself	for	being	a	school	janitor	I	was	
disrespecting	the	memory	of	my	late	grandfather,	a	man	who	I	had	loved	and	
respected,	had	to	endure.	
		
For	most	of	his	adult	life	my	grandfather	had	worked	as	a	high	school	janitor.	He	
spent	his	days	cleaning	up	after	kids	at	Cisco	High	School	a	small	rural	school	in	
central	Texas	that	at	the	time	had	fewer	than	a	hundred	students.	Somehow	he	
managed	to	raise	five	kids	on	a	salary	that	was	probably	not	much	more	than	what	I	
was	making	as	a	private	in	the	Marines.	
		
I	think	of	my	grandfather	scrubbing	the	urinals	and	scraping	chewing	gum	off	desks	
and	I	can	see	him	asking,	as	did	the	Preacher,	“What	do	people	get	for	all	the	toil	and	
anxious	striving	with	which	they	labor	under	the	sun?”		
		



Earlier	I	said	this	was	a	bridge	passage	between	the	past	and	the	future.	The	past,	as	
we	saw	was	to	the	curse	of	Adam	in	Genesis	3.	And	the	future	it	connects	to	is	the	
gospel.	
		
Here’s	the	key	to	understanding	Ecclesiastes:	When	the	Preacher	lists	all	the	ways	
that	life	is	meaningless,	he’s	talking	about	what	life	is	like	without	God.	He's	using	
what	today	we	might	call	a	“thought	experiment.”	The	Preacher	keeps	repeating	the	
phrase	“under	the	sun”	because	he’s	asking	us	to	consider	the	world	from	a	purely	
human-centric	perspective	what	we’d	call	a	secular	worldview.	
		
If	there	is	no	eternal	life—then	our	work	is	meaningless.	If	God	either	doesn’t	exist	
or	doesn’t	care	about	us	humans—then	life	is	meaningless.	And	if	you	don’t	serve	
God,	then	as	the	Preacher	says	in	Ecclesiastes	1:2,	“Everything	is	meaningless.”		
		
But	because	of	Jesus,	everything,	including	our	work,	is	not	meaningless.		
	
The	Preacher	gives	us	a	thought	experiment	to	show	us	what	life	is	like	in	the	purely	
secular	world.	Jesus	provides	a	contrast	to	the	book	of	Ecclesiastes	by	showing	us	
what	it	means	to	live	life	in	the	Kingdom	of	God.	
		
Without	Jesus	we	should	look	upon	our	work	and	find	it	toilsome	and	miserable.	But	
Jesus	says	to	us	in	Matthew	11:28,	“Come	to	me,	all	you	who	are	weary	and	
burdened	and	I	will	give	you	rest.”	And	Paul	tells	us	in	second	Thessalonians	2:16	
that	God	loves	us	and	by	his	grace,	gave	us	eternal	encouragement	and	good	hope.		
	
Without	Jesus	our	work	really	is	ultimately	pointless.	But	because	of	Jesus	all	our	
actions	including	our	work	has	been	transformed.		
	
As	Paul	tells	us,	“creation	was	subjected	to	frustration”	but	has	now	been	“liberated	
from	its	bondage	to	decay	and	brought	into	the	freedom	and	glory	of	the	children	of	
God.”	In	Jesus,	our	activity	ultimately	becomes	meaningful	because	we	will	live	
forever.	
		
Without	Jesus	our	work	is	unfulfilling.	But	as	Paul	would	say,	“so	what?”	Why	would	
we	look	to	our	work	for	fulfillment?	Nothing	under	the	sun	can	satisfy	our	needs	and	
desires	for	more	than	a	brief	time.	Our	ultimate	satisfaction	can	only	come	in	
knowing	and	gaining	Christ.	As	Paul	says	in	Philippians	3:8,	“I	consider	everything	a	
loss	because	of	the	surpassing	worth	of	knowing	Christ	Jesus	my	Lord	for	whose	
sake	I	have	lost	all	things.	I	consider	them	garbage,	that	I	may	gain	Christ.”		
	
When	we	live	in	God’s	Kingdom	we	don’t	need	to	find	our	satisfaction	or	identity	in	
our	jobs.	We	find	the	source	of	our	identity	and	ultimate	satisfaction	in	Jesus.	
		
That’s	the	good	news	about	work.	When	you	serve	Jesus,	your	work	is	transformed.	
	



That	doesn’t	mean,	though,	that	Jesus	completely	removes	the	toilsome	nature	of	the	
curse.	Even	after	you	become	a	Christian	there	will	be	times—many	times,	maybe	
most	of	the	time—when	your	work	will	still	feel	toilsome.	But	the	nature	and	
meaning	and	ultimate	purpose	of	our	work	has	radically	changed	in	three	important	
ways	so	I	want	us	to	look	at	three	reasons	we	can	be	“happy	in	our	toil.”		
		
The	first	reason	we	can	be	happy	in	our	toil	is	because	we	are	called	to	our	work	by	
God.	
		
A	recent	survey	by	the	Barna	Group	found	a	majority	of	Christian	workers	believe	
most	occupations	can	be	categorized	as	“callings.”	But	they	also	found	Christians	
think	there	is	a	hierarchy	in	this	regard,	with	ministry-related	jobs	at	the	top	and	
more	technical	jobs	at	the	bottom.	
		
More	than	half	of	Christians	say	being	a	pastor,	missionary,	worship	leader,	or	
parent	is	“usually	a	calling.”	Slightly	fewer	than	half	believe	that	being	an	
accountant,	pediatrician,	firefighter,	or	non-pastoral	church	staff	is	“sometimes	a	
calling.”	And	only	3	percent	said	being	a	school	janitor	is	“usually	a	calling”	while	32	
percent	admitted	that	it’s	maybe	“sometimes	a	calling.”	
		
I	suspect	that	during	his	lifetime	my	grandfather	never	heard	another	Christian	tell	
him	his	job	could	be	considered	his	calling.	It’s	even	more	disappointing	that	he’d	
face	the	same	situation	today.	Even	now	most	Christians	would	be	hesitant	to	say	
God	called	him	to	such	work.	
		
That	got	me	thinking	about	my	own	calling.		
	
From	the	age	of	twelve	until	now,	I’ve	almost	always	had	more	than	one	job.		
	
When	I	counted	them	all	up	I	found	I’ve	had	37	distinct	jobs.	Right	now	I	work	a	
journalist	as	a	writer	and	as	an	editor.	But	in	the	past	I’ve	been	a	waiter	a	golf	caddy	
and	a	limo	driver.	I’ve	been	an	assistant	to	an	oilfield	electrician,	fixing	motors	on	
pump	jacks,	and	I’ve	been	an	assistant	to	farrier,	pulling	horseshoes	off	ponies.	I’ve	
worked	in	a	factory	making	emergency	brakes	for	Ford	Tauruses,	and	
I’ve	worked	on	a	flight	line,	fixing	computer	systems	in	F-18	fighter	planes.		
		
So	which	of	those	jobs	was	my	calling?	If	I	were	to	list	out	all	37	jobs	and	ask	people	
to	rank	them	how	would	they	determine	which	was	my	calling?	
	
Most	people	would	choose	the	ones	that	had	the	higher	status,	or	the	ones	that	paid	
the	most,	or	that	required	the	most	skill.	Some	people	would	say	that	it	was	the	job	
that	gave	me	the	most	satisfaction.		
	
That’s	certainly	how	the	world	values	work.	
	



But	the	reality	is	all	37	jobs	were	my	calling	because	God	called	me	to	do	every	
single	one	of	them	
		
Your	calling	is	not	just	your	“dream	job”	or	the	job	that’s	paid	you	the	most	
money	or	the	job	you	find	most	fulfilling.	Your	calling	is	the	work	God	has	called	you	
to	do	wherever	you	are	at	any	particular	time.	If	you	have	a	job,	it’s	because	God	has	
called	you	to	that	work.	
		
Now,	of	course	there	are	jobs	that	aren’t	part	of	your	calling.	God	doesn’t	call	anyone	
to	work	at	the	strip	club	or	peddle	dope	to	schoolchildren	or	to	sell	stolen	Precious	
Moments	figurines	from	the	back	of	their	van.	But	if	you’re	working	a	legitimate	job	
that	serves	your	neighbor	then	God	has	called	you	to	that	work.	
		
Your	calling	is	the	specific	way	in	which	God	has	called	you	to	use	your	work	to	
serve	your	neighbor.		
	
Though	I	didn’t	recognize	it	at	the	time	in	each	of	the	37	jobs	I	had	God	was	calling	
me	to	use	my	skills	and	abilities	to	serve	my	neighbor.	And	he’s	doing	the	same	for	
you—he’s	calling	you	to	use	your	skills	and	abilities	to	serve	your	neighbor.		
		
But	what	if	you	don’t	like	your	job?	Are	you	stuck	doing	what	makes	you	unhappy	
because	God	has	called	you	to	the	work?	Not	at	all.		
	
All	work	and	all	jobs	ultimately	belong	to	God.	Think	of	all	work	as	being	done	in	
one	big	corporation	where	God	is	the	CEO.	You	can	always	seek	to	change	jobs	
within	the	company,	to	seek	an	interdepartmental	transfer	from	one	area	of	God’s	
corporation	to	another.		
	
In	fact	you	should	be	seeking	out	what	Amy	Sherman	calls	your	“vocational	sweet	
spot.”	This	is	the	place	where	your	gifts	and	passions	intersect	with	the	world’s	
needs	and	with	God’s	priorities.	To	the	greatest	extent	possible	Christians	should	
seek	to	work	in	their	vocational	sweet	spot.	
		
But	there	are	times,	of	course,	when	that’s	not	possible.	You	may	be	called	to	work	a	
job	that’s	not	a	good	fit	because	it’s	the	best	way	to	provide	for	your	family	or	
because	the	right	opportunity	is	not	available	or	because	you	need	to	gain	relevant	
skills	and	experience	or	because	your	physical	or	emotional	health	limits	what	you	
can	do	right	now.		
	
Even	if	you	aren’t	in	that	sweet	spot	even	if	you	never	get	there	you	can	trust	God	
can	and	will	use	you	right	where	you	are.	
		
Which	bring	us	to	our	second	reason	we	can	be	“happy	in	our	toil.”	We	are	called	to	
imitate	God’s	work.	
	
How	do	we	serve	God	in	our	work?		



	
If	you	ask	most	Christians	they’ll	say	faith	and	work	is	connected	by	the	Big	“E’s”—
ethics	and	evangelism.	
		
The	idea	is	that	to	be	a	Christian	at	work	means	we	are	to	be	more	ethical	than	our	
neighbor	so	that	we	can	set	and	example	of	how	to	behave	in	a	way	that	pleases	God	
and	that	whenever	appropriate	we	are	to	use	the	workplace	as	a	mission	field,	to	
evangelize	and	tell	others	about	Jesus.	
		
That’s	not	necessarily	wrong	but	it’s	limited	and	incomplete.	God	wants	us	to	be	
ethical	and	to	evangelize	but	he	also	wants	us	to	imitate	him	in	other	ways	that	
serve	our	neighbors.	
		
Because	we	are	made	in	God’s	image	he	uses	our	labors	to	serve	the	needs	of	our	
neighbors.		
	
In	fact	for	most	of	us,	the	labor	we	are	engage	in	during	for	our	jobs	is	the	primary	
way	in	which	we	serve	other	people.	As	Robert	Banks	says	God	should	be	our	
“vocational	model”	since	we	and	our	neighbors	benefit	from	the	work	of	God.		
		
In	his	book	Faith	Goes	to	Work,	Banks	describes	the	various	sorts	of	work	God	does	
and	how	through	our	own	vocations	we	can	imitate	God’s	work.		
	
I’m	going	to	read	off	some	of	the	categories,	but	these	aren’t	based	on	any	ranking.	
Remember	that	God	doesn’t	judge	work	be	the	same	standards	the	world	does.	He	
uses	us	in	various	ways	for	his	own	purposes.	
		
The	first	category	I	want	to	mention	is	redemptive	work,"	work	in	which	we	imitate	
God’s	saving	and	reconciling	actions.	This	is	work	we	often	associate	with	ministry	
such	as	pastors,	evangelists,	and	missionaries.	It	can	also	include	occupations	such	
as	artists,	writers,	songwriters,	or	others	who	incorporate	redemptive	elements	in	
their	creative	productions.	
		
Next	there’s	“creative	work”	in	which	we	imitate	God’s	fashioning	of	the	physical	
and	human	world.	God	gives	us	creativity	to	imitate	and	express	the	truth	and	
beauty	in	creation.	People	in	the	arts—sculptors,	actors,	painters,	musicians,	poets,	
and	so	on—display	this,	as	do	a	wide	range	of	craftspeople	such	as	potters,	weavers,	
metalworkers,	interior	designers,	carpenters,	builders,	fashion	designers,	architects,	
novelists,	and	urban	planners.		
	
Then	there’s	“providential	work”	where	we	imitate	God’s	provision	for	and	
sustaining	of	both	humans	and	creation.	Almost	any	job	that	creates	or	maintains	
order	can	fall	into	this	category.	Creating	and	maintaining	order	is	a	role	under	
many	spheres	such	as	government	workers,	politicians,	public	utility	workers,	and	
city	clerks.	It	also	includes	those	who	work	for	public	safety,	such	as	firefighters	and	
police	officers,	those	who	do	environmental	work,	such	as	school	janitors	and	



garbage	collectors,	and	those	who	work	in	the	economic	realm	from	accountant	
to	economics	professors	to	supermarket	clerks.	
		
The	fourth	type	is	“justice	work”	where	we	imitate	God’s	maintenance	of	justice.		
	
This	type	of	work	includes	judges,	lawyers,	paralegals,	government	regulators,	legal	
secretaries,	city	managers,	prison	guards,	diplomats,	and	law	enforcement	
personnel	all	jobs	that	participate	in	God’s	work	of	maintaining	justice.	
	
Next	there	is	“revelatory	work”	in	which	we	imitate	God’s	work	to	enlighten	with	
truth.	People	who	do	this	type	of	work	include	teachers,	homeschooling	parents,	
scientists,	journalists,	scholars,	and	most	writers.	
		
And	finally	there	is	“compassionate	work”	in	which	we	imitate	God’s	involvement	in	
comforting,	healing,	guiding,	and	shepherding.	Roles	that	reflect	this	aspect	of	God’s	
labor	include	doctors,	nurses,	paramedics,	dietitians,	hospice	workers,	
psychologists,	therapists,	social	workers,	pharmacists,	community	workers,	
nonprofit	directors,	emergency	medical	technicians,	counselors,	and	so	on.	
		
A	key	step	in	being	“happy	in	our	toil”	is	to	recognize	which	vocation	model	our	
work	most	reflects	and	recognizing	that	such	work	has	value.		
	
So	before	you	go	back	to	work	on	Monday	I	want	to	encourage	you	to	give	some	
thought	about	which	category	or	categories	your	job	falls	into.	Think	about	how	God	
is	using	you	and	your	work	to	serve	your	neighbors.	
		
And	finally	the	third	reason	we	can	be	“happy	in	our	toil”	is	because	God	knows	how	
he	is	using	our	work	even	though	we	probably	won’t	know	until	we	get	to	heaven.	
		
I’m	a	huge	movie	buff	and	I’ve	seen	literally	thousands	of	movies.	But	the	one	movie	
I’ve	watched	more	than	any	other	is	Frank	Capra’s	“It’s	a	Wonderful	Life.”	
		
Because	it’s	usually	shown	at	Christmastime	it’s	considered	a	Christmas	movie.	But	
it’s	not,	not	really.	It’s	set	during	Christmas	but	it’s	really	a	movie	about	calling	about	
how	we	and	our	work	affect	our	neighbors.		
		
Be	warned,	if	you	haven’t	seen	it	I’m	about	to	give	spoilers	for	a	72-year-old	movie.	
	
The	story	is	about	George	Bailey	a	man	who	has	so	many	problems	he’s	thinking	
about	killing	himself	on	Christmas	Eve	so	his	family	can	collect	the	insurance	
money.	As	George	is	about	to	jump	from	a	bridge,	though	he	ends	up	rescuing	a	
guardian	angel	named	Clarence.	Clarence	then	shows	George	what	his	town	would	
have	looked	like	if	it	hadn't	been	for	George’s	labors	over	the	years.	
	
What	makes	George	Bailey	one	of	the	most	inspiring	and	emotionally	complex	
characters	in	modern	popular	culture	is	not	only	that	he	continually	chooses	the	



needs	of	his	family	and	community	over	his	own	self-interested	ambitions	and	
desires—but	that	he	suffers	immensely	and	repeatedly	for	his	sacrifices.		
		
Capra’s	movie	is	sentimental,	but	it’s	not	a	simplistic	morality	play.	It’s	true	the	
movie	ends	on	a	happy	note	late	on	Christmas	Eve	when	George	is	saved	from	
ruin.		But	on	Christmas	Day	George	will	wake	to	find	his	life	is	not	so	different	than	it	
was	when	he	wanted	to	commit	suicide.	
	
George	will	remain	a	frustrated	artist	who	is	scraping	by	on	a	meager	salary	while	
living	in	a	drafty	old	house	in	a	one-stoplight	town.	All	that	has	really	changed	is	that	
he	has	gained	a	deeper	appreciation	of	the	value	of	faith,	friends,	and	
community.		What’s	changed	is	George	now	sees	how	all	those	things	are	worth	so	
much	than	his	worldly	ambitions.		
	
Capra’s	underlying	message	is	a	radically	subversive	and	a	radically	biblical	
message.	It’s	the	message	that	by	serving	our	fellow	man	even	to	the	point	of	
subordinating	our	own	dreams	and	ambitions	we	can	achieve	both	true	greatness	
and	lasting	happiness.	
		
One	of	the	reasons	I	watch	the	film	over	and	over	and	over	again	is	because	I	
desperately	want	the	same	gift	George	was	given.	I	want	an	angel	to	come	to	me	and	
show	me	that	my	work	matters,	that	my	life	matters	and	that	I’ve	changed	the	world	
for	the	better.		
		
That’s	probably	not	going	to	happen	anytime	soon.	But	I’m	hoping	when	we	get	to	
heaven	we’ll	be	given	the	same	glimpse	into	how	we	affected	the	world	that	George	
Bailey	was	given.	
	
Of	course,	by	then	we	may	not	care.	We	may	be	so	busy	adoring	Jesus	we	won’t	have	
much	interest	in	the	past.	But	I	like	to	think	we	will.	I	believe	our	work	matters	and	
that	what	we	do	today	will	matters	for	eternity.		
	
So	I	like	to	think	it	will	please	God	and	bring	him	glory	to	spend	some	time	since	we	
do	have	all	of	eternity	showing	us	how	he	used	our	work	for	his	purposes.	I’d	like	to	
think	God	might	be	doing	that	even	now.	My	grandfather	passed	away	forty	years	
ago	but	I’d	like	to	think	God	is	still	showing	him	how	his	work	at	Cisco	High	School	
affected	the	world.	
	
In	the	meantime,	though	I	want	you	to	know	that	the	work	you	do	at	your	job	is	
having	more	of	an	effect	than	you	will	know	this	side	of	heaven.	If	you	could	see	
what	God	sees	you’d	be	amazed	at	how	he	is	using	your	work	to	bring	him	glory.	
		
For	instance	you	might	be	the	accountant	that	catches	the	mistake	that	saves	a	
department	from	having	to	make	layoffs.	And	because	you	prevented	those	layoffs	a	
man	who	works	for	your	company	doesn’t	have	to	move	to	a	new	city	in	search	of	
work.	And	because	he	doesn’t	have	to	move	away	he’s	able	be	there	in	the	last	



weeks	of	his	mom’s	life	and	his	children	get	a	few	more	memories	of	their	
grandmother.	
		
Or	you	might	be	the	homeschooling	mom	who	doesn’t	realize	the	math	lesson	you	
struggled	over	is	the	one	that	will	inspire	your	child	to	become	an	engineer.	And	
because	your	little	girl	grows	up	to	be	an	engineer	she	designs	a	bridge	that	doesn’t	
collapse	during	an	earthquake.	And	because	that	bridge	didn’t	collapse	thousands	of	
people	are	rescued	from	the	disaster.	
		
Or	you	may	be	a	school	janitor	who	wakes	up	early	on	a	Sunday	morning	so	you	can	
open	the	doors	to	allow	a	church	like	this	one	to	meet	in	your	building.	And	through	
the	door	you	unlocked	comes	a	desperate	man	that	has	nothing	left	to	lose.	And	on	
the	floor	you	scrubbed	with	your	hands	that	man	kneels	and	prays	that	Jesus	will	
save	him.		
		
Until	you	get	to	heaven	you	may	not	know	how	your	work	is	affecting	the	world.	But	
God	knows.	He	sees	it	every	day.	He	knows	how	he’s	using	the	work	he’s	called	you	
to	do.	And	because	he	loves	you,	you	can	give	your	work	to	God	knowing	he’ll	use	it	
for	his	own	good	purposes.	
		
Let	us	pray.	
		
	[Closing	prayer]	
		
		
	


