Work: The Gift of God to Humanity

Our culture today has such a peculiar relationship to work. On the one hand, we live as
though finding that one particular job and nothing else will bring us a sense of meaning
and purpose in life. On the other hand, we very often act as though work is a necessary evil,
simply the way to pay our bills so that we might escape to our true lives of leisure.
This creates some curious contradictions. We see rampant workaholism, a striving to
get that next promotion, that future bonus, or higher salary that will finally grant that
ever-elusive peace to our lives. At the same time, and sometimes even within the same
individuals, we see a guiding hope to do nothing more than to relax, to enjoy ourselves,
almost to avoid responsibilities of any sort at any cost.
We search for an eternal plateau of repose, yet we still find ourselves climbing ever-steeper
inclines in order to achieve it. Ironically, in this way, since that idyllic end is seen as
ultimate, we work ourselves to the bone without valuing our labor along the way.
Across the pages of the Bible and in the Book of Proverbs in particular, we find a far
more balanced, far more healthy understanding of life and labor. That dynamic within
Proverbs between labor and sloth is one of the most recognizable elements of the book,
very often shown in direct contrast to one another within the same verse. While these
twinned concepts show up again and again, the entire conversation could be reduced to,
“Work hard and don’t be lazy.” Happily, God’s Word is not so prosaic as that.

For the negative side of this equation, the Scriptures make use of a
host of words – slack, slothful, sluggard – all in some of the most
rhetorically evocative phrases in the Bible. “The sluggard says,
‘There is a lion outside! I shall be killed in the streets!’” (Proverbs
22:13) “As a door turns on its hinges, so does a sluggard on his
bed.” (Proverbs 26:14) And, a personal favorite, “The sluggard
buries his hand in the dish; it wears him out to bring it back to his
mouth.” (Proverbs 26:15) In each of these, the theme is the same –
laziness is seen not so much as a violation of a rule but a step on the
road of self-destruction.
Work, on the other hand, is consistently shown in Proverbs as
among the highest of virtues, the guard against poverty and the
legacy to leave to one’s descendants. In 5:10, it is the fear of losing
the fruit of one’s labor that warns the young man against adultery.
Then, in 28:19, the man who works hard provides for himself a
shield against famine and poverty. Finally, in 22:19 and 31:31, the
skill of a worker earns more than a paycheck; it is a mark of honor
and earns the praise of everyone, both high and low.
Yet, in the wider words of the Bible, we see something else. As
Glenn Sunshine has argued, the warning against sloth is not simply
a call to busyness. We can be busy doing all sorts of things we
should seek to avoid. We might be quick to think only of pointless
tasks – meaningless efforts that occupy our hours but leave us just

as empty as basic laziness. That is true, but there is more. In seeing
our work as worship to God, we are also called to avoid the endless
travails of workaholism.
We see in the Scriptures the call to rest. Mind you, it is hardly a
suggestion. When fully a tenth of the Decalogue is a command to
take a day off, it might well be something worth paying attention
to. This was not appeal to the wealthy to take their ease; this was
a direct order from God Himself that the whole of society was
to rest. Aside from the physical and psychological need to take a
break, setting aside one’s labor on occasion was an act of worship,
declaring that ultimately your success in life relies on more
than your efforts but upon the grace and provision of God. The
proverbial insistence of the importance of hard work is not an end
in itself but a sign of the deeper calling of God on our lives.

The work that we do and the efforts we put forward are more
than just the means to secure prosperity in this world. When we
think of the commands given to humanity in the Garden, we quite
reasonably think of the prohibition against the fruit of the tree.
If we are a bit more worldviewishly inclined, we will also note the
command to be fruitful and multiply.
While embracing the moral warning and the cultural mandate
found in these commands, let us not forget the imperative to
work. The call to “tend the garden” entails that our labors are not
evaluated by how much money we make or how many vacations
we take. Instead, in our work we find both worship and meaning.
Think of what life is like without work, and all the destructive
boredom that flows from that. Think as well of the soul-crushing
effect of pointless labor, no matter how profitable.

The teachings we receive in the Book of
Proverbs warning against the dangers of
sloth encapsulate one of the most wonderful
things about biblical ethics. The tasks which
God has put before us are not shallow rules
by which we live up to abstract standards.
Instead, the things which God requires of
us are the things that fulfill us. Tending
our particular garden, using the gifts which
God has given us to labor in the place of
His calling, it is through these ordinary,
sometimes backbreaking means that we find
our satisfaction in this world. The labor we
do is the gift of God to humanity.

