
Called to work

Exodus 3:1-12

How many of you go to work in bare feet? One day Moses was minding his 

own business, looking after a flock of sheep, as he had done day in, day out  

for the past forty years. He was nearing retirement, and was probably bored 

to  death  after  forty  years of  sheep!  It’s  hard to  credit,  especially after  his 

education at the court of Pharaoh and all the promise of a brilliant career as a  

bureaucrat. But after a bungled bit of rough justice he had a sudden desire to 

retrain  at  something  else  far  away from  the  police.  One  day,  as  he  was 

nearing the end of his second career, he happened to see a bush on fire, and 

not  just  any  bush,  but  a  bush  which  did  not  burn  up.  This  was  at  least  

something a bit different that broke the monotony of all those years of sheep-

minding. But Moses was confronted with something more than just a burning 

bush which was not burnt up: he was confronted with the Living God, and was 

commanded to remove his shoes, as he was standing on holy ground. 

So then, how many of you go to work in bare feet? To put it another way, do  

you recognise that the work that you do is holy to the Lord? Or is it merely 

one more secular activity which has nothing to do with Christian commitment? 

There  is  nothing  more  debilitating,  more  destructive,  more  contrary  to 

authentic Christianity than the view that  there can be anything which is of  

indifference to us as Christians, or indifferent to God. Abraham Kuyper, one 

of the most insightful Christian leaders from the turn of the century put it this  

way:  There is not one single inch of creation which Jesus Christ  the Lord  

does not claim as his own!

That,  in  a  nutshell,  is  the  essence of  Christianity,  and the  point  at  which 

Biblical Christianity diverges from the pale imitation of Christianity which we 

so often see around us today. Unless we are prepared to recognise that the 

kingdom of God encompasses the whole of reality, everything that exists, all 

that we do, with no exceptions whatsoever, then we have missed the whole 

point of God’s work in our lives, which is to drum into us one single conviction 

from which all else flows: Jesus Christ is Lord.
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To understand what this means for us in everyday life, we need to turn again 

to the story of creation. There we read that God made us for a purpose: to 

rule over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, the beasts on the ground. We 

are to fill the earth and subdue it; to bring it into line, to make something of it 

so as to demonstrate the glory of God both through what he has made and 

what we have done with it.  We are God’s stewards, called to care for the 

whole  of  creation  as  the  ones  who  bear  his  image,  the  ones  created  to  

respond  to  him  in  love,  worship  and  obedience,  something  that  other 

creatures are unable to do. God has constituted us as his stewards by giving 

us the task, the abilities and the blessing to do just that. 

We  cannot  avoid  caring  for  the  planet  and  all  its  creatures,  for  we were 

created  specifically  for  that  purpose.  We  were not  created  first,  and then 

given the task of caring for the earth as though it were somehow external,  

removable, additional to who we are. That task constitutes who we are: God’s 

stewards, the bearers of his image, the ones entrusted with the earth. Apart 

from that, life has no meaning. Without the recognition that God created us as 

stewards, as caretakers, as developers of the earth and all that it contains, 

responsible to God for what we make of it, it is impossible to make sense of  

life,  to  find  where we fit  in,  to  accomplish  anything worthwhile.  What  that 

means is that God created us with work to do, and unless we are engaged in 

that work we cannot find fulfilment as human beings. To be human is to be 

God’s  steward,  caring  for  and  developing  the  creation,  protecting  it, 

preserving it, unfolding it, making something of it. 

We were not meant to sit around in a garden forever. The Bible is a story that  

moves from the beginning in a garden to its completion in a city. Every other 

religion attempts to get back to the garden, to return to the original state of  

humankind,  whatever  that  is  considered  to  have  been,  but  Christianity  is 

unique in moving out from a garden with the goal of a city. This city is the city 

of God, the habitation of the Holy One of Israel, with whom we are to dwell on 

the new earth in resurrected bodies forever. This city is not something that 

just drops down out of heaven, unrelated to any human endeavour, but will 

include within it the fruit of our labours in the kingdom of God. 
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To be human is to be a worker. We are created to work, called to work, given 

abilities with which to work, put in a community of fellow human beings with 

whom to work. Our work is to make of God’s creation what we will. We have 

been granted freedom to develop it so as to uncover all the diverse and rich 

potential hidden in it by God for us to find. We are not told what to do with the 

earth. We are not told how to invent or discover anything. It is not a game of 

hide and seek, in which God has concealed already-formed things in certain 

places, so that when we have found them all the game is over. No, God has 

made a creation with enormous potential, and left it entirely up to us to see 

what we would do with it.

The only proviso was, that all our activities must be focused on one thing: to 

bring glory to God, or in other words, to enhance God’s reputation through 

everything that we do. But it is not possible to bring glory to God through our 

activities if we pollute, pillage, destroy, or exterminate what God has made for 

us to enjoy and to care for. We are not free to do those things; and we will be 

punished if we do. For God loves the creation he has made; he delights in it;  

he finds constant pleasure and interest in it,  and if  we go around trashing 

God’s creation, he is going to be very, very angry. So there are guidelines and 

directives for us to follow, which have only one purpose: to ensure that we do 

not stray from our calling to care for the earth and develop it in ways which  

are pleasing to God. 

Each of us is called to work, because we were created to work. The work we 

do is  our  contribution  to  the  human task,  the  task  in  which  every person 

without  exception  is  involved:  caring  for  the  earth  God  has  made,  and 

developing it to his glory to reveal the riches it conceals. Every human being 

jointly  shares  the  responsibility  of  managing  the  earth,  an  enormous  task 

broken  down  into  manageable  bits  apportioned  to  each  according  to  the 

abilities they possess and the responsibilities entrusted to them. Our daily 

work then  is  simply a small  slice of  the  cosmic  action of  humankind,  our 

contribution to the whole, our involvement in God’s stated intention to have 

the earth explored and examined, so that all that we make of it will reveal the 

glory and wisdom of the creator.
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Everybody is equally part of the communal task of caring for God’s creation. 

None of us are any better or any more or less important than another, and the 

central criterion for any and every job is whether it contributes to the totality of  

the human communal task, or whether it detracts from it. So each morning, 

when we head off to our jobs, or prepare to clean the house, or get ready for  

school, or whatever it is we are working at that day, we are in a very real  

sense, taking off our shoes, for we are preparing to step onto holy ground, in  

the service of the living God.

As soon as we start to conceive of our daily labour as something which has 

nothing to do with our faith in God, then we cut ourselves off from the source 

of strength and vision for our task: God himself, who called us all to work. Our 

work is not simply a means to make money with which to pay the bills. If all  

we work for is money, then we have lost sight of the Biblical meaning of work. 

And if all we want is to obtain enough wealth so we can live happily ever after,  

then we must live in fear of hearing those dreadful words: You fool! This very 

night your life will be demanded from you! Then who will get what you have 

prepared  for  yourself?  To  see  our  work  primarily  as  a  means  of  making 

money is not service of the Living God in caring for his creation, but simply 

prostitution and idolatry. 

The reward of a day’s work is not found first of all in the payment received, 

but whether the task in hand was accomplished. Work must be a meaningful  

contribution to society, producing good services and serviceable goods. We 

work not to make money but to exercise our calling as stewards of  God’s 

creation,  called together to  develop and unfold  the riches placed there by 

God, so as to reveal his glory in the service of others. Many people loathe the 

work that they do, which is why there is a strong incentive just to look at the 

financial rewards they receive for doing it. Our sense of dissatisfaction comes 

from the fact that we are created to serve God in meaningful, fulfilling labour,  

producing goods and services that really are good and that really do serve. 

Instead  we often  end up making shoddy goods and providing inadequate 

service, trading off the loathing we feel about what we do for the money we 

receive in return. 
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This is nothing short of slavery, being owned by the tasks we do, rather than 

us owning them. We are enslaved to a consumer-oriented market economy 

which tells us what we want in order to be happy, and what we want is what 

the market needs: consumers, in ever greater and greater numbers. If we are 

not  consuming  goods  and  services  then  we  are  not  considered  to  be  a 

productive  member  of  society,  and  thus  the  idol  Mammon  continues  to 

receive sacrifices of men and women called by God to meaningful work, but 

fobbed off instead with servile drudgery and loathsome occupations. In return 

for the sacrifice of our calling from God, exercising responsibility as managers 

of the whole earth as his stewards, we receive in return merely money: just 

enough to enable us to consume but not enough to enable us to purchase all  

the latest gadgets and entertainments which the world promises will at finally 

fill the gaping void in our hearts. This tantalising situation keeps us enslaved 

to  our  work,  hoping that  with  another  increase in  wages,  a  further  rise in 

profits, a better return on our investments, we shall at last be able to buy that 

which  will  finally  make  us  happy.  We  call  this  progress  and  civilisation, 

progress which leaves out the poor and the disadvantaged, a civilisation that  

casts  aside  those  who  are  unable  or  unwilling  to  consume  what  society 

determines we must  consume.  Thus men and women, created by God to 

bear his image to all creation, serving him as stewards by exercising dominion 

over  the  creatures  of  the  sea,  the  land  and  the  air,  caring  for  them and 

developing them in stewardly ways, are consigned by this false god Mammon 

to the scrapheap. In the kingdom of God, nobody is excluded, from the least  

to the greatest, but in the kingdom of Mammon, the only ones welcome are 

the ones prepared to sacrifice their calling, their authority, their responsibility, 

all that God has given us, in order to achieve that which the system demands 

of us, a system which in the process will destroy those who serve it. 

But our work is not merely to earn money, not merely to produce goods and 

services for others to consume, not merely to enable the wheels of industry to 

grind on in whatever direction they are headed. Work is a form of worship with 

God at the centre of our wholehearted service and devotion. The object of 

work-worship is God and not the product we make. Unless we are serving 

God in our work then we are serving an idol. For we are created to serve in 

our work, and serve we must. Thus we are told to choose whom it is that we 
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will serve; either the Lord, or some imitation god which we have made for 

ourselves. There is no way we can avoid this service, since it lies at the heart 

of  our being. Idolatry can often be the product of  our work as well as the  

spiritual force behind our work. How often in Scripture idols are derided as 

merely the work of human hands which are worshipped by those that made 

them (Psalm 115:4, Isaiah 40:18-20, 44:9-20). Our work can in itself be an 

idol to us, if we seek in that work the meaning and direction of life. Only God 

gives us meaning and direction, our work is the outflow of that. To seek for  

that meaning in the things that we have made is to treat a creature as if it  

were God the Creator. This is one of the effects of sin. 

Thus we must face up to the problem that sin has entered into the world that 

God has made. Sin resulted in the curse of God being pronounced on our 

work, so that it became laborious, tiring, frustrated by weeds and sweat. The 

curse is not work, for work is carrying out the task given to us by God as the 

essence of who we are. But our work has had a curse pronounced upon it,  

instead of a blessing. Since we all  must work, to provide for and care for 

ourselves and others,  then to  have that  essential  and unavoidable activity 

subjected to a curse is to  confront us in the most basic activities of daily life 

with the consequences of our alienation from God as a result of our rebellion.  

The curse then grips us at the very core of our human being

Sin leads us to either despise work or to glorify it. But Scripture says that it is 

good to work, while recognising that our work is tainted by sin - it reeks before 

the Lord of our rebellion and covenant-breaking. It becomes so entangled in 

the curse that work itself is distorted unless it is redeemed by the Lord: and 

then our work is conceived in grace and breathes out praise to the Lord in his  

service. Unless our work is born out of faith in the living God, and not faith in 

the  idols  that  we have made for  ourselves,  the  perverted  work of  human 

hands, then it is dead work, work destined for hell.

Only in God’s grace does work find its true meaning, and only then can we 

truly be content. The curse on human work is lifted for those who respond in 

faith to Christ. In Christ our work is renewed, for in him every aspect of our  

living is renewed. That we are Christians is of direct relevance to our work. 

The  tragedy  of  much  of  contemporary  Christianity  is  that  faith  has  been 

© Chris Gousmett 2016 6



divorced  from  the  rest  of  life,  separated  off  into  a  little  box  marked:  for 

Sundays only, for private use only. There is little appreciation in the church 

today of the fact that Jesus Christ is Lord, not just on Sundays, not just in  

private, not only among Christians, but over everything we do, every part of 

life. Our work is part of our Christianity; otherwise, what relevance is it to be a 

Christian? We say we live a new life, but in practice we live like everyone 

else.  We  say we have a  new way of  being in  the  world,  but  really,  what 

difference is there between a Christian and a non-Christian? If  Christ does 

not save all, he does not save at all. Christ did not come to save bits of us,  

parts of our lives, portions of who we are: he came to save all of us, whole 

creatures, complete with everything we are and all that we do. There is not  

one single part of the creation which Christ does not claim as his own. This is  

what is means to confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.

If  working  is  only  working,  and  not  service  to  the  living  God,  if  being  a 

Christian makes no difference to what it is that we do, then work is no longer 

my work, there is nothing of us in our work or in the product of our work, and 

work  becomes  a  disjointed,  mechanical  function  to  which  we  are  only 

externally attached. This rootless, fruitless, bloodless view of work removes it 

from the sphere of truly human activity, in which it is service of the living God. 

It  separates  our  faith  from  our  work,  and  reduces  faith  from  its  biblical 

character as the root of  human life,  that  which makes us what we are as 

Christian people, and turns it into something mental, spiritual, removed from 

physical life, that is, actual human activity. Such faith then has no works, and 

is a faith that is completely, utterly dead. As a result, work is secularised, cut 

off from God, and it falls prey to the host of spiritual wickednesses and anti-

God powers that throng to fill the voids in human life. For spiritual life abhors 

a vacuum, and if we will not be rooted and grounded in Jesus Christ in all that  

we do, we will find that our roots are driving deep into dry and sterile soil,  

thirsting for nourishment and refreshing, and finding it not in the streams of  

living waters that flow from the Messiah, or the gentle dew of the Holy Spirit,  

but in the polluted and bitter waters of  secular humanism flowing from the 

spiritual sewers of the enemy. 
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Since then work is such an intrinsic part of what it is to be human, it is easy to 

see that perhaps the greatest social crisis facing us today is unemployment. A 

society  which  is  unable  to  provide  gainful  and meaningful  work  for  all  its 

members  willing  to  work  is  a  society  breeding  internal  tensions  and 

breakdown.  To  be  denied  work  produces  frustration  which  builds  up  to 

alienation and resentment. Whether it is unplanned and aimless retirement or 

forced early retirement, prolonged or repeated periods of unemployment, or 

sinful idleness, to be without work distorts human nature and destroys self-

respect, since to work is inherent in being a human creature. To be denied 

work is to be denied an opportunity for  involvement in the cosmic task of  

humankind, to care for and develop the whole of creation to the glory of God. 

That is why unemployment is a central faith problem for Christians and not 

simply a social problem; that is why it is not enough just to be given some 

benefit money to survive on. It is not a matter solely of financial support: it is a  

matter of being left out of God’s project for the earth and its human stewards.  

Christians must begin to reclaim a Biblical vision of who we are and why we 

are here on this earth, a vision which gives new meaning and direction for our  

work, new insight and wisdom for tackling the problems of unemployment and 

meaningless and unfulfilling work. Without that, we have no claim to bring any 

answers to a society which is suffering greatly as a result of the effects of  

long-term,  structural  unemployment.  Government  bodies  and  many  large 

corporations  who  are  directed  only  by  the  distorted  vision  of  secular 

humanism  appear  to  have  accepted  the  inevitability  of  significant 

unemployment; but for a Christian to do so is to deny the God who made us 

as his image bearers, created to care for and develop the earth. To be unable 

to use our abilities in the fruitful service of God and our fellow human beings 

is to hinder who we are. 

The greatest burden of unemployment is probably the sense of despair, of the 

fear that there is no work for us to do, no place in society that we can take. 

But the Christian faith offers us hope, hope for the whole of life, and it is only 

in a renewed appreciation of the cosmic task of humankind in caring for and 

developing the earth as God’s stewards, that the people of God will be able to 

offer  genuine hope to  those who are unemployed.  For it  is  only in Christ,  

through renewing our understanding of the world we live in and the society we 
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have formed for ourselves, that we can come to understand what it means to 

work, what it means to be without work, and how we can begin to tackle all 

the problems these entail for us, so that we can begin to say with conviction,  

integrity and faith, Jesus Christ is Lord.

Blessed are all who fear the Lord, who walk in his ways. You will eat the fruit  

of your labour; blessings and prosperity will be yours. Psalm 128:1-2
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