
The first day: At work
Genesis 1:26-28; 1:31-2:25

‘In the beginning, God...’ That’s how the Bible starts.  There was nothing 
before God, He has always been.  But then a story begins, the true story of 
God in relationship with human beings - the story that the Bible tells.  And 
right from the beginning of this story, in its opening chapters, we learn that we 
human beings are only here because God has given us life.

Genesis 2:7 explains that what plenty of scientists (and at least one song) tell 
us is partly right - we are just stardust.  But we are more than that, because 
there is a designer, an author, a Creator who deliberately makes us more 
than that.  You’re not alive by chance.  It is not the case that there is total 
indifference about the existence of your unique DNA sequence in this world.  
God - deliberately - breathed life into you.

Being human does not mean forging our own designs for life or making up 
our own purpose for the collected particles that make up you and me.  Being 
human means discovering and living out the purpose for which our Creator 
God breathed life into you and me.

Genesis 1:26-27 tells us that it was God’s purpose to create human beings in 
His image.  Something about our life and existence in this world reflects who 
God is; in a way that no other animal, creature, or other of God’s works of art 
do.

Question - What are the two biggest areas of your life in terms of the time you 
spend on them, and how much mental energy goes into them?

Hands up if one of your answers was ‘work.’  And hands up if one of your 
answers was ‘family,’ or close relationships of some kind.

What does it mean to  be made ‘in God’s image’?  It might mean a number of 
things that are apparent in God, and are apparent uniquely in humans 
amongst all of His creation, albeit to a far lesser degree.  Reason, beauty, 
justice, creativity and love may all be part of it.

But Genesis focuses on two things in particular in revealing who God is, and 
revealing who we human beings are in His image.  And it’s the biggest two 
things in many human lives:  Work and family.  God purposefully works.  And 
He created us in His image to purposefully work.  And God intentionally loves 
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in relationship.  And He created us in His image to intentionally love in 
relationship.

Throughout Genesis, there are two big themes of God’s purpose and blessing 
for human beings - land and descendants.  Land fertility and human fertility.  
Work and family.  The labour we invest in, and the relationships we invest in.

In the film ‘About a Boy,’ Hugh Grant plays Will.  Will is a man with plenty of 
money in the bank, because the royalties from his one-hit wonder father’s 
Christmas song keep him not only surviving, but decking out an expensive 
bachelor pad and pursuing whatever leisure activities he wants.  Will is a guy 
who lives out his belief that he doesn’t need to invest in any work, whether 
paid or unpaid; and he doesn’t need to invest in any relationships - he’d 
rather be an ‘island.’

Here’s a spoiler for those who haven’t seen it: By the end of the film, Will has 
had his version of existence challenged, largely by his relationship to  a boy 
named Marcus.  The depressive fruitlessness of Will’s life is shown up for 
how shallow and sub-human it is to not do anything for anyone; and to not be 
anything to anyone.
 
Genesis 2 opens the story of the world, describing how work and 
relationships are two fundamental things about being human in the image of 
God.  I’ve discovered that you can’t sensibly cram two things about the core 
of being human all into one sermon.  So, between myself and Mike next 
week, we’ll look at them one at a time.

It seemed sensible to me that let Mike talk to  you about relationships, 
because he’s the relationships expert - at least, between the two of us.  At the 
same time, I thought it would be better if I did the sermon on work, Mike not 
knowing very much about what that is...

Let’s talk about work.  In Genesis 1-2:3, God undertakes a working week.  At 
the end of each day, He looks at what He’s worked on and says, ‘That’s 
good.’  At the end of the sixth day in 1:31, He looks over His working week at 
its close and says, ‘That’s very good.’  He takes satisfaction in a job well 
done.

Then He takes a rest on the seventh day.  God doesn’t need to  ‘recharge His 
batteries’, so there must be something just inherently good about resting.  He 
works six days, and rests for one, setting a pattern for those He makes in His 
image.
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How do people tend to  think of work?  There are those who think it’s a 
necessary evil, who seem to think that work is a curse that came in after 
humankind fell from perfection.  That’s how the Greeks thought of it - they 
believed there was a golden age where humans didn’t have to do any work, 
and now things aren’t what they used to be, and that means we unfortunately 
have to work to get by.

So we’ll do it, but our motive for getting up and getting on is just to get the 
money that we need to pay the bills, buy the food, and maybe to make 
something to spend on real life at the weekend or on holiday.  People who 
think this way operate like the rhythm humans are ideally designed to follow 
would be something like: ‘Work, work... rest, rest, rest, rest, rest.  Work... rest, 
rest, rest... work... rest, rest.’

There are others who are workaholics, who live their lives either consciously 
or subconsciously believing that their work is the only purpose of their being.  
Left to themselves, they will throw as much time and energy into  their careers 
or studies or parenting as they can; and any break from that is only really to 
recharge the batteries or do something different for long enough to keep the 
main event of their work going.

People who think this way imply that human life should ideally go: ‘Work, 
work, work, work, work, work, work.  Work, work, work... rest, in a collapsed 
heap, but just for a wee bit, then... work, work, work.’

From the very start, God’s Word tells us that both of these are distortions of 
His design.  God’s rhythm was: ‘work, work, work, work, work, work... rest.  
Work, work, work, work, work, work... rest.’

Work, of itself, is good.  Work is not a curse on humanity that only comes 
after the Fall.  It gets warped by the Fall like everything else, and we’ll see 
more of that in a couple of weeks.  But productive work - with regular and 
appropriate rest - is part of what it means to be fully human.

Tim Keller writes: ‘Work is as much a basic human need as food, beauty, rest, 
friendship, prayer and sexuality; it is not simply medicine but food for the 
soul... We don’t merely need the money from work to survive; we need the 
work itself to survive and live fully human lives.’

How is it that work is at the very core of our beings; and what purpose does 
God have in making that so?  Genesis 2:5 describes God’s created Earth as 
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lacking ‘a man to work the ground.’  So then, God forms and breathes life into 
man in v.7.  vv.8 and 15 tell us that God put the man in a garden that He had 
planted, and He did that with a purpose - for the man to work it and take care 
of it.

When you plant a garden, it needs someone.  Someone to tend it day by day.  
Someone to look after it, to keep the garden in order, to stop it regressing 
back into disorder.  Someone who might expand the garden; cause it to grow 
and blossom and develop into new degrees of beauty and order and to 
expand further and further into an otherwise less beautiful world.

I suppose a God who made the universe from nothing could do something 
like that Himself.  But instead, He created humankind to be involved with Him 
in the work of gardening.  God made a garden for the gardeners, and 
gardeners for the garden.  Work for humans and humans for work.  That’s 
part of being in His image. 

The whole creation narrative in Genesis describes God bringing creative 
order to the chaos, the emptiness, the darkness.  Taking the nothing, and 
turning it into everything.  Taking a world of nothing, and planting a beautiful 
garden within it.  Taking the human beings that He’d made, and putting them 
in the world, each with a part to play in caring for this garden and causing it to 
flourish.

Then the narrative says that God involves us in tending His world, and 
benefitting His creation.  Back in 1:28 He calls us to subdue the Earth - the 
image is of the Earth as wild and full of potential, and human beings as the 
ones who are called with dignity to the task of bringing further order and 
beauty and development to God’s good world.

Think of God as being a landlord and human beings as tenants who are 
gifted a beautiful place to live, if we will look after it for God and for one 
another. 

Your work is good and it has purpose.  Some of us here clean toilets, and 
some of us sit in board rooms and hire and fire.  Some of us make money 
from the work that we do, others volunteer or manage a household.  Which 
work is best?  God tells us at the beginning of His Bible that your status and 
your salary are not the answers to that.

God’s people are not to fall in with the world’s myth that the value of your 
work is determined by the salary it comes with.  We are called to  serve 
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knowing that the value of your work is determined by whether and how it is 
nurturing God’s creation.

If you’re cleaning toilets and making a very good job of it; the dozens of 
people who use them every day are shielded from the threat of disease.  That 
matters.  That’s good stewardship of the garden.  If you put the bare minimum 
in or skip a loo or two because, ‘I’m getting peanuts for this so why should I?’  
- your motive for your work is not serving God and caring for His garden.

If you treat a customer or a patient or your child with dignity as someone else 
made in God’s image, that tends to  the care of a treasured part of God’s 
creation.  If you treat them rudely or dismissively, you shrink a part of the 
garden that you should be helping to blossom.

If you go into the board room seeking greater benefits for those you manage, 
to bless their lives and increase the potential in them, you are causing the 
garden to  flourish.  If you go in there with the intention of maximising 
company profits by squeezing suppliers or employees harder, your boss 
might appreciate your actions, but the Chief Gardener may have something 
to say about them.

If your management of natural resources subdues its wildness for creative 
potential, all with responsible care for the environment you’re working with, 
that’s good gardening.  If your work thinks nothing of robbing the Earth of its 
goodies and throttling the ground or the atmosphere for your grandchildren, 
God’s review of your work might look a lot less favourable than your annual 
one does.

Question - What work are you involved in?  What’s the point of it?  Why would 
it be worth doing to serve God and His world even if you didn’t have to do it?

‘But wait a minute, what about those who can’t work?  Can’t they be fully 
human?’  A noble cry indeed.  It is true that we live in a fallen world now, 
where part of the brokenness is seen in people being limited from fulfilling 
work in this world for all manner of reasons.  Some are limited from pursuing 
the work they’d like, for physical or mental reasons.  Some are imprisoned.  
Some are denied opportunities because of something in their background.

But into this fallen situation, God’s people need to recognise two things.  One 
is that the frustration that exists when people are not able to exercise 
meaningful work is precisely the sign that it’s part of being fully human...
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Tim Keller again: ‘Without meaningful work we sense significant inner loss 
and emptiness.  People who are cut off from work because of physical or 
other reasons quickly discover how much they need work to thrive 
emotionally, physically, and spiritually.’ 

The second thing for God’s people to recognise is that we are called to  do 
something about it.  Jesus’ mission was to bring release for human beings - 
release from everything that prevented us from being fully human; from living 
life to the full with God now and forever.

So He released people from the universal problem of sin and death that 
separated us from God.  He also released particular people from particular 
threats to living fully human lives - He healed blind beggars so that they could 
take a dignified place in society, working and flourishing.

Jesus made release from sin and death available to every human being who 
would trust Him.  And Jesus chose, and still chooses today, certain people to 
be released from certain other threats to their full humanity.  God’s people do 
not have the same authority to  choose who gets physically healed, or who 
gets their eyes opened to faith in Jesus.

But we do bear the same power of the Holy Spirit to be at work in and 
through our lives.  And we do bear the same mission to bring release to the 
captives from less than fully human lives.  So, depending on the Holy Spirit, 
we have a mission to see that fellow human beings are able to fulfill their 
created potential to work in God’s world as far as possible.  We might all have 
different parts to play in that.

Mike, as a blind man, examples a life of fruitful employment that refuses to 
say ‘I can’t do that because I’m blind’ and declares the message to  others, ‘I 
can do that, and I’ll find ways to do it so I can do my God-given work.’

Maria works with children here in Drummond School day in, day out, to help 
them to  achieve the highest physical potential that they can to open up the 
most opportunities for them to work, rest and play in this life.

Vivien works with people to steer them towards work and vocations that are 
going to enable them to  flourish in the kind of work that they were created to 
undertake in God’s garden; and helps them to overcome barriers to 
employment so that they can live more fully human lives.
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Donna and Colin volunteer with Reach for Reality, a charity working with 
teenagers with autism and other communicational difficulties, to develop in 
their lives the highest potential for their place in serving this world.

About half of us seem to be teachers or early years practitioners - what a 
vocation that is.  What an opportunity to help human beings at the early stage 
of life develop and discover and train to flourish into the role God has for 
them in this world.  Don’t despair in the staff room, guys, be God’s people 
who are excited about helping young people become whom God made them 
to be.

Denise manages a care home, where her thoughtful approach to helping the 
staff with their work and life issues helps them to give of themselves in their 
work in a way that will bless them and the residents; and where the culture in 
that home enables the residents to continue to have a part to play in tending 
the garden and expressing fuller humanity because they have a job to do, 
too.

All of you who employ staff, or who manage them, have a role to play in 
helping them to be more fully human, more like whom God created them to 
be.  You are providing them with employment, or shaping the nature of that 
employment, and how you do that as God’s people matters for their lives and 
for God’s world.

Maybe you don’t see how you fit into  this picture.  Well, if nothing else, you 
can make little choices that make a difference.  I like to get my coffees at 
Cafe Artysans.  Not only do they make the best coffee in town... not only do 
they make a mean lunch...

They function as part of the Calman Trust to provide employment to young 
people who for a variety of reasons may not be able to gain employment 
elsewhere, developing their skills in the world of work.  As one of God’s 
people who believes that God designed us to  find worth and purpose in work, 
I like to buy coffee from people who are making that happen.

God created human beings.  On purpose.  With purpose.  In His image.  God, 
the One who took joy in work, work, work, work, work, work... rest - calls 
human beings to see their work, restrained by regular rest, as a purposeful 
part of their identity.  Doing it to  serve God.  Doing it to look after and develop 
His garden; this world.  And He calls His people to  help others into the work 
that they can do, not to despair about the work that they can’t.   So let’s get to 
work....
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