THE BATTLE FOR BREAD - GEN. 3:16‑19

Labor Day, 1989

     It was not easy to get a job in the 1880's.  Even for ambitious, hard‑working 19 year olds, jobs were pretty scarce.  Particularly in North Redwood, Minnesota.  But Richard pestered the old railroad stationmaster until he finally was hired.  Richard was given the job of sweeping out the station, morning and evening, every day, for 4 dollars a week.  It was tedious, boring work.  And Richard felt like quitting many times.  But he stayed with the job until the stationmaster retired.  And then he moved up and took his job.  

     But being stationmaster at North Redwood, Minn. was not the end of the line for Richard.  He soon learned all that he needed to so that this new job ran smoothly.  But the train station was very small, and he found that he had time for other interests.  So Richard began selling watches on the side.  And it wasn't too long before every railroader in Minnesota owned a watch.  When he had saturated this immediate market, this innovative man began to write letters to other railroaders down the line all the way to St. Louis, inviting them to order watches by mail.  "Guaranteed satisfaction, or your money back."  Orders came in at such a pace that Richard soon decided that his new business was more profitable than being a stationmaster.  So he resigned his post in North Redwood and moved to Minneapolis, and then finally in 1887 to Chicago.  

     It was while he was in Chicago that Richard made his next major move in the watch business.  He had been selling watches very effectively.  But what if he could actually find a watchmaker to work with him.  Then he could make and repair his own watches.  He wouldn't have to import his product anymore, so he could lower his prices and sell more watches to more people.  You see, Richard believed that every person in our nation would carry a watch with him in the future.  So in March 1887, Richard walked down to the office of the Chicago Daily News and purchased a classified ad for a watchmaker.

     A young watchmaker named Alvah Curtis who was living in Hammond, Indiana happened to read that ad in the paper.  Alvah had been working in a jewelry store and had dreamed of working for himself one day.  So he and Richard Warren hit it off right away.  They shook hands in March of 1887, and started in business together.  There were many hard times ahead for Richard and Alvah.  They had to struggle and overcome discouragements from time to time.  But that handshake in March of 1887 has proved to be one of the most significant meetings in the annals of free enterprise.  It's actually hard to believe that it's been 117 years since that salesman and that watchmaker joined forces.  But they have not only made an impact on Chicago, but their names have become better known throughout the world than most great statesman.  As I was visiting Chicago some time ago, standing in the observatory of the Sears Tower, claimed to be the tallest building in the world, overlooking the city of Chicago, I could not help but reflect upon the diligence and industry of these 2 men, Richard Warren Sears and Alvah Curtis Roebuck.

     This is Labor Day weekend‑ the time each year that we devote to honoring all those who work for a living in our nation.  And certainly, every worker is worthy of praise for our industrious workers have helped to make our nation a great one.   And work itself is worthy of honor for it brings great fulfillment and satisfaction into our lives.  

     But for all of its honor and praise, we all realize that work is not always easy and is usually not a lot of fun.  That's why we call it work.  So we are often placed in a dilemma having to decide between the work that we know we should do and other activities that we would rather do.  Where did this conflict come from?  Why does work sometimes get routine for us?  How can we maintain a positive and healthy attitude towards work?  Why do we have this paradox concerning work in our lives?  How can work bring both great fulfillment to us, and also bring stresses and pressures into our lives at the same time?  We would like to examine some of these questions as we look at the first mentions of work in the Bible.

     Turn to Genesis 2 and 3.

Gen. 2:1, 2:  "Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array.  By the 7th day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the 7th day he rested from all his work."

Gen. 2:7‑ "the Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being."

Gen. 2:15 ‑ "The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it."

Gen. 3:16‑19 ‑ "To the woman he said, I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children.  Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.  To Adam he said, because you listened to you wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, you must not eat of it, cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of 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."

     Now in these brief passages, we have the entire paradox of work summarized for us.  

*God worked as he created the heavens and earth for us.  His work was productive and satisfying to him‑ He saw that it was good.  And He modeled work for us.

*God created us in his own likeness and image.  Our being creative and productive workers is part of being created in God's image.  That is the reason for work potentially bringing great satisfaction and fulfillment to us.  

*But after sin entered the world, our work changed.  It now became more of a struggle, a battle.  Now work has the potential for drudgery as well as for satisfaction.  And we have all realized the paradox of work in our own lives.  

     I would invite you to look at 3 Biblical principles with me as we each seek to bring the paradox of work together in our own lives.  These principles are either stated or implied very early in Genesis, and are more explicitly explained later in the Scriptures.

     1.  First of all‑ while work was ordained by God from the beginning, the battle for bread has come as the result of sin.

     Now we have already seen this from our Scripture readings, but it is important to reemphasize it, because these truths are essential to the understanding of our relationship to work.

*God worked; he created man to work.  Work is good, it is ordained by God.  Work was not the result of sin, for it was commanded by God before sin entered the world. Adam was created to work in the Garden of Eden in Genesis 2:15.

*However, as the result of sin, work has changed.  Before sin entered the world, Adam's tending of the garden was much easier than after sin entered the world. He didn't have to pull weeds, he didn't have to wrestle with thorns, he didn't have to spray for bugs.  After the curse, stresses began to accompany work.

     Now we must see this in order to begin to understand the paradox of work, and ambivalent feelings that we might have at times towards work.  Work certainly brings great satisfaction and fulfillment to our lives.  That is God's created purpose.  We will not be happy with ourselves or contented people unless we are involved in productive work.  Now this work does not have to be for money necessarily.  Retired people can sometimes have more freedom and satisfaction in work after their retirement than before.  But we must be involved in some sort of productivity or there will be a void in our lives.  This is true because of God's created purpose for man.

     But at the same time, work brings stresses and pressures into our lives.  We also have this inner desire to avoid work, to be lazy.  These are the result of sin entering the world.

     Happily, Jesus Christ paid the penalty for the sins of the human race so that we can be reconciled to God through faith in Jesus Christ.  But while we are still here living in these bodies that are born with a sinful nature, we struggle with the ambivalent feelings that we have towards work.  

     2.  But this brings us to a second principle.  And this principle can cause us to have some questions in our minds.  The bible makes it very clear that God not only ordained work in the beginning, but that He also has blessed and honored work‑ even in its fallen state.  For after sin entered the world, God continues to command work of his creatures, and He continues to honor and bless those who work diligently.

     Let me give a few references which confirm this principle:

Exodus 23:12‑ "6 days do your work, but on the 7th day do not work."  Work was part of the law given by God to the nation of Israel. 
2 Thess. 3:6‑10 ‑ "In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, brothers, to keep away from every brother who is idle and does not live according to the teaching you received from us.  For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example.  We were not idle when we were with you, nor did we eat anyone's food without paying for it.  On the contrary, we worked night and day, laboring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you.  We did this, not because we do not have the right to such help, but in order to make ourselves a model for you to follow.  For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule:  If a man will not work, he shall not eat."

Ecclesiastes 2:24‑25 ‑ "A man can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work.  This too, I see, is from the hand of God, for without him, who can eat or find enjoyment?"

     Now we can easily understand how God would honor and bless the work that he originally created, but his blessing of the toil and struggle that has come as a result of sin can be confusing to our minds.  Why does God honor and command this quality of work that has come as the result of sin entering the human race?

     3.  The answer to that question brings us to the 3rd principle.  Most often, when we consider the curses that were pronounced by God as the result of man's sin, we immediately come to the conclusion that they were given as punishment from God.  Man had sinned and disobeyed God.  Now he would pay for that sin.  And we feel that the curses handed down by God were given in that spirit.  

     Now the human race has suffered consequences for  sin and has continued to suffer because of sin.  But the major consequence of sin was suffered within.  When Adam and Eve sinned, they fell from their perfect state.  No longer were they upright and sinless in nature, but now they became sinful creatures with a sinful nature.  And they passed on that sinful nature to their children and children's children so that every person born has been born a sinner with a sinful nature.  That’s the reason for the Bible making the blanket statement “For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God”  (Rom. 3:23).  And certainly the curses given by God as a consequence of Adam and Eve's sin were not pleasant at all.  But I believe that God also planned for a good result to come out of these curses, because God has the ability to bring good out of all things‑ All things work together for good to them that love God.

     What were some of the results of man's sinful nature?  Did his sinful nature not lead him to be more selfish‑ concerned for his own wants and desires above everything else?  Did not his sinful nature lead him to lack self‑discipline so that in the future he would struggle within to do those things that he knew was right and proper for him to do?  Did not his sinful nature lead to a loss of self‑esteem?  Whereas before he had seen the pure image of God in his life, now that image was so marred and disfigured that it could hardly be recognized at times.  So sin and the sinful nature that resulted from it lead to devastating results in our lives ‑ self‑centeredness, self‑indulgence, and loss of self‑esteem.

     Now let me ask you this question‑ what does good, honest hard word accomplish in a person's life. Aside from bringing home a paycheck for financial support, that is, what else is accomplished by the sweat of man's brow?  Well, one thing that is accomplished is service for others.  When a man or woman works, he or she is almost always performing a service for someone else.  Whether it be making a product or teaching a child or providing some service or whatever it might be, a person who works usually does not produce something for himself, but rather does something for someone else.  And he usually works to support people other than himself‑ a spouse, children, perhaps extended members of the family.  You see, work by its very nature helps to combat the selfishness of the sinful nature.  God knew that work would be good for people who had now become tainted with sin, for through hard work a tendency of the sinful nature would constantly be thwarted.  Another quality that is derived from hard work is self‑discipline.  The person who forces himself to get out of bed and go to work, and forces himself to perform a task even when he doesn't want to do it, is building discipline into his life.  So then the sinful tendency towards a self‑indulgent lifestyle is thwarted.  God knew that work would be good for people, for a disciplined life would be built through consistent, hard work.  And something else also happens as a by-product when a person works hard and accomplishes a great deal during the day?  Does he or she not feel better about himself?  Does one's work not help to bolster and increase one's self‑esteem?  God knew that work would be good for people, for consistent work would help to build a proper esteem in a person's life.

     Now all of these would have been accomplished through work before the fall, of course.  But following the fall, with our needs so much greater because of the sinful nature that we now had that would continuously be tearing us down, God gave the human race a curse that would result in greater blessing in our lives.  For through the harder work and stress that was brought on by the weeds and thorns and thistles of life, greater service for others, and greater self‑discipline and greater growth in esteem would also result which would help the God‑fearing and obedient person to continuously battle the tendencies of the sinful nature.  And I believe that in this we find the reason why God could bless and honor that which had been originally brought on by a curse throughout the remainder of the Bible.  For even God's curse was given in love for our continued good and personal growth.

     What is our attitude towards work?  Yes, we will continue to have ambivalent feelings.  And at times, the stresses and pressures that can cause us to want to avoid work will possibly win out.  But realizing God's intent in giving work to us, and realizing how God can bring good and blessing even out of the thorns and weeds of life, can help us to see the blessing that work can be in our lives.

The Apostle James wrote, “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights” (James 1:17).  One of those good gifts that God has given to us for our own good is work.
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