The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Twenty-Third Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 27), Year C

2 Thessalonians 3:5-13

Gathering Up the Gifts of God

What do you enjoy doing the most? It’s interesting that the first question we ask a new acquaintance is “What do you do?” We could just as easily ask them “Who are you?” Or “What’s your favourite past-time?” It’s been said that there are quite a few folk around us who work long hours to buy a labour-saving device. In today’s world people seem busier than ever. Mobile phones and iPads haven’t given us more free time. Modern jobs don’t seem to have lessened the hours people work.

Certainly the enjoyment of our work, whatever it is whether unpaid or paid, is one of God’s greatest blessings. The best prize life can offer is to work well at work worth doing. The first reference to work in the Bible has God as its subject. All our work is but a gathering up of the gifts God has given us. In St. Paul’s church, some of the Christians had become so “heavenly-minded” that they were of no earthly use. They argued that since Jesus was going to return any day and bring our world to an end, there was no need for them to do manual work. So instead of pulling their weight, they bludged from the labour of others. They stuck their noses into other people’s business and criticised what they were doing. Like many of their fellow country folk, they considered doing manual work beneath their dignity.

To counter this thinking, St. Paul affirms the Bible’s teaching on the nobility and dignity of manual work. The Bible has been described as a Book written by workers, about workers, for workers. It depicts God as a worker who delights in making things for us to use. Our Bibles depict God as a gardener, a potter, a vigneron, an architect and a shepherd. Psalm 104 depicts God as creation’s caretaker, while Psalm 107 rejoices over the way God helps those who prayerfully seek His help. 

God has made us with gifts and talents that are of use to others and not just to ourselves. When what we do is done to serve God and our neighbours, it is a form of worship. We all have a calling or vocation from God. The purpose of our vocation is to serve others and is how we fulfil our Lord’s injunction to love our neighbour. Our relationship to God is based on sheer grace and forgiveness, while our relationship to other people is based on love. Our sense of divine calling or Christian vocation is the most important thing about our work. It gives meaning and purpose to all we do. The Bible’s teaching on vocation is about more than the value of all the different kinds of work we do. It’s about how we live as God’s people in today’s world. It brings our faith down to earth, showing others how it impacts on our daily lives. Vocation affirms the unique value of each one of us, all of us, and the importance of the contribution we make to the lives of others.

Your calling from God isn’t another burden placed on you, but rather the context in which you can experience God’s grace and blessing. God also blesses you through the contribution others make to enrich your life. Your vocation involves more than any manual labour you do. If you’re married, being a loving and caring wife or husband is part of your God-given vocation, and if you have children, parenting them is part of your divine calling. God wants your calling to be a channel through which He can bring blessings into the lives of those around you. God is more interested in how much you’re putting into any task you do from Monday to Saturday, than in how much you’re personally getting out of it.

Where you are now is where God wants you to be and where you can serve Him the best. Life’s various tasks and duties are given to you and me so that we can express our gratitude to God for the gifts, talents and health He has given us. Having something to do each day is a blessing, because it frees us from thinking about ourselves more than is healthy for us. The time we spend playing with children or grandchildren, or the time we spend listening to a marriage partner, neighbour, sister or brother, thrills God. And we thank God for those who take the time to listen to us. The gift of time is one of the most precious gifts we can give to one another. 

One of the most wonderful things about our Lord Jesus is the way He took time for all kinds of people. He didn’t come to our world as a political leader, a philosopher or an army general, but as a manual worker, a carpenter. The word the New Testament uses for this in Mark 6:3 can also mean “craftsman” or even ”artisan”. Jesus spent all but three years of His life on earth doing manual work. In His Sermon on the Mount, we have reference to the work of a carpenter. As a carpenter our Lord would have helped construct houses on firm foundations and not on sandy creek beds. His hands would have been hardened by the use of a saw, hammer and axe.

More than a hundred years later, Justin Martyr refers to ploughs made by Jesus still being used in Galilee. We can picture our Lord smoothing His hands over a newly made yoke for oxen, when He said “My yoke is easy.” His parables have many references to manual work, showing how close He was to the dilemmas workers faced in their daily work. His parables are about people grumbling about their pay, shepherds working long hours or a master giving people an opportunity to develop their talents. He chose both fishing folk and a tax official to be His closest companions, in order to honour both the work of hands and minds and the labour of brains and brawn. 

One of Jesus’ greatest parables, that of the labourers in the vineyard, proclaims the wonders of God’s grace amid daily life; it’s about how we’re all treated so much better than we could ever deserve or earn. It was said of Jesus that “He has done everything well (Mark 7:37).” We thank God for that. It’s through prayer that we can bring God into our everyday activities. To rush into our work without praying about it beforehand is to bar God from it. Prayer is the door through which God enters our work, our home-life and our leisure activities, in order to make these activities a blessing not just to ourselves, but also to those who are a part of our daily life.  

The work God has called us to do is given to us to develop our character in God-pleasing ways that benefit our community, our church-life and others. Even work that we at times find unpleasant can be used by God to benefit others. Learning to like what we have to do can make life liberating and so very worthwhile. The assurance that the work we do in Christ’s name and for Him is not in vain, is such good news for all of us.

Martin Luther says this about our vocation: “If you are a craftsman you will find the Bible placed in your workshop, in your hands, in your heart; it teaches and preaches how you ought to treat your neighbour. Only look at your tools, your needle, your thimble, your beer barrel, your articles of trade, your scales, your measures, and you will find this saying written on them. … You have as many preachers as there are transactions, commodities, tools, and other implements in your house and estate; and they shout this to your face, “My dear, use me toward your neighbour as you would want him to act toward you with that which is his.” 

Luther goes on to say: “All our work in the field, in the garden, in the city, in the home, in struggle, in government – to what does it all amount before God except child’s play, by means of which God is pleased to give His gifts in the field, at home, and everywhere? These are the masks of our Lord God, behind which He wants to be hidden and to do all things. … God bestows all that is good on us, but you must stretch out your hands and lay hold of the horns of the bull, i.e. you must work and lend yourself as a means and a mask of God.”

At the same time, God never meant for any of us to be workaholics. The Third Commandment puts a limit on work. Our Lord calls us to rest: “Come to Me all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest (Matthew 11:28).” He uses both how we work and how we rest to sanctify us: “We worship God also when we rest, indeed there is no greater worship of God than this (Luther).” 

Psalm 23 has a lovely reference to taking time off from work when it says “The Lord is My Shepherd, I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green pastures. … He restores my soul (vv1-2).” We need to take time off, not just for our own sakes, but also for the benefit of others. God can work wonders with us and in us when we rest. It’s the devil who has been referred to as “Sabbathless Satan”. Our Lord, on the other hand, urged His followers to “Come to Me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest (Mark 6:31).” 
May God bless both your daytime activities and your times of rest and relaxation.

“So let us not grow weary in doing what is right, for we will reap at harvest-time, if we do not give up. So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all, and especially for those of the family of faith (Galatians 6:9-10).” Amen.

