Armed & ready #16

“THE SOLDIER ON DUTY”

JOSHUA 24:1-13; EPHESIANS 6:5-9

Our culture has been labeled the “instant society.” We have instant everything: instant replay, instant potatoes, instantaneous news via satellite. Technology has made our tasks easier—from robots on industrial assembly lines to the dishwasher in the kitchen. Millions of dollars are spent every year to develop the latest gadget to “make life easier.”

Why all of this effort and expense? The bottom line, as I see it, is that mankind hates work. If work were listed on a questionnaire asking for our five favorite activities, I think it would come in sixth place on a lot of lists!

This attitude is having an impact on the workplace. Consider this sign placed on the bulletin board at one New York workplace:

Some time between starting and quitting time, without infringing on lunch periods, coffee breaks, rest periods, story-telling, ticket-selling, holiday planning, and the rehashing of yesterday’s television programs, we ask that each employee try to find some time for a work break. This may seem radical, but it might aid steady employment and assure regular paychecks.

“A work break”! This is the way most people would like to see their schedules. Sleep, family time, leisure...and a “work break” to add a little variety. Many would welcome a revision of the fourth commandment: “Six days you shall rest, and on the seventh day do your work.” Unfortunately this is not the way it works in our world. Nor is it the way we were created by God.

Work is not a curse—it was not a consequence of the sin of Adam and Even in the Garden of Eden. True, Adam was informed that because of sin his work would be more difficult, but the origin of man as a worker is seen in creation itself. Adam was created and then commanded to “work” the garden in which he lived. The mandate to “subdue the earth” implies labor. As John Stott writes, 

God has deliberately arranged life in such a way as to need the cooperation of human beings for the fulfillment of his purposes. We call this the “cultural mandate” which God gave to man.

Regardless of the label, however, many people still see their job as their burden. The attitude most often is one of “put-up-with-it.” Somewhere along the line we have lost the God-given meaning of work in the life of the individual.

To regain this meaning, perhaps we should begin with defining the word, “work.” What does it mean to work? Stott gives the best definition consistent with Scripture that I have seen for this term:

Work is the expenditure of energy (manual or mental or both) in the service of others, which brings fulfillment to the worker, benefit for the community, and glory to God.

There are three consequences of our work in this definition: fulfillment to the worker (myself), benefit to the community (others), and glory to God. In reverse order we see their importance: my job has an impact on my relationship with the Lord, with others, and with myself. Far removed from the “put-up-with-it” attitude many of us hold toward our employment, God wants to work through our work.

In our study of the soldier in the army of God, the topic of work is addressed in Joshua 24 and in Ephesians 6. Consistent with the military motif, this section has been entitled, “The Soldier on Duty.” Just as in the military many soldiers do not appreciate some of the tasks assigned for them to do, so Christians in the twentieth century are often confronted with a job that is less that satisfying or fulfilling. God’s Word can change that by transforming our attitudes toward our occupations.

THE ADVANTAGES of work REVIEWED

The first issue is that we enjoy certain advantages of work as Christians. Joshua reviewed these benefits with the Israelites in the opening thirteen verses on Joshua 24. These are also true for the Christian as he considers his employment.

Joshua begins in verses 2-4:

This is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: ‘Long ago your forefathers, including Terah the father of Abraham and Nahor, lived beyond the River and worshiped other gods. But I took your father Abraham from the land beyond the River and led him throughout Canaan and gave him many descendants. I gave him Isaac, and to Isaac I gave Jacob and Esau. I assigned the hill country of Seir to Esau, but Jacob and his sons went down to Egypt.
The first advantage of the soldier of God is provision. God gave Abraham the land of Canaan as an inheritance. Abraham was also given an abundance of material wealth during his lifetime, as were Isaac and Jacob. Given the climate in which they lived, this certainly points to the hand of God providing for them.

The Christian is also the recipient of God’s provision. David writes in Psalm 37:25, “I have been young, and now am old; yet have I not seen the righteous forsaken, nor his seed begging bread.” Scripture is filled with promises from the Lord that He will provide for the Christian’s needs. Remember Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 6:25-34? The bottom line of that passage can be summarized in the title of the hymn, “God Will Take Care of You.” Philippians 4:19 promises that God will supply all of our needs. Psalm 23:1 so beautifully says, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.” 

How does this apply to my job, though? The fact that God provides for me is an advantage I have over those who don’t know Him. There is no need for me to worry about the necessities of life. I can be thankful when I am at work for the way in which the Lord has met the needs of my family. This will certainly change the outlook we have toward our “9-to-5”!

A second advantage for the Christian is protection. The Lord reviewed this truth with the Israelites in Joshua 24:5-7,

Then I sent Moses and Aaron, and I afflicted the Egyptians by what I did there, and I brought you out. When I brought your fathers out of Egypt, you came to the sea, and the Egyptians pursued them with chariots and horsemen as far as the Red Sea. But they cried to the Lord for help, and he put darkness between you and the Egyptians; he brought the sea over them and covered them. You saw with your own eyes what I did to the Egyptians. Then you lived in the desert for a long time.
The Lord’s watchful eye was on the Israelites through their exodus from Egypt and their entrance into Canaan. He protected them—often in miraculous ways! What a promise for the Israelites to remember!

What a promise for Christians to remember as well. God is watching over us when we are at work, and His protection is over us on the job. I can personally remember times in which the Lord spared me from minor and serious injuries while at the workplace. C. H. Spurgeon comments on this protection provided by the Lord,

Remember that you are immortal till your work is done. If the Lord has more witness for you to bear, you will live to bear it. Who is he that can break the vessel which the Lord intends again to use?

As long as we are still on earth, we know that the Lord has plans for our lives. He wants to work in us and through us to become more like His Son and to lead others to the knowledge of Himself. And as long as God still plans to use us, He will protect us from whatever harm may cross our paths.

But what about the person who has been the victim of an accident on the job? Every year many people (including Christians) are injured or paralyzed, some may lose a part of their body, or some are killed while on the job. Does this promise not apply to them? 

No one can make a blanket statement concerning these matters. Because of sin, all people (including Christians) live in a sin-cursed world that includes pain and even death. There are times in which the Lord will work through such an accident to bring glory to Himself. At other times, He may want the person to move in another direction, and this is the route He has sovereignly chosen to use. But while we do not have all of the answers, we can trust that God is ultimately concerned for our best interests, and we must trust our health and our very lives into is hands. When we do, to borrow from the Allstate commercial, we’re “in good hands.”

The third advantage that the Christian soldier enjoys is power. This is seen in Joshua 24:8-13,

“‘I brought you to the land of the Amorites who lived east of the Jordan. They fought against you, but I gave them into your hands. I destroyed them from before you, and you took possession of their land. When Balak son of Zippor, the king of Moab, prepared to fight against Israel, he sent for Balaam son of Beor to put a curse on you. But I would not listen to Balaam, so he blessed you again and again, and I delivered you out of his hand. 

“‘Then you crossed the Jordan and came to Jericho. The citizens of Jericho fought against you, as did also the Amorites, Perizzites, Canaanites, Hittites, Girgashites, Hivites and Jebusites, but I gave them into your hands. I sent the hornet ahead of you, which drove them out before you—also the two Amorite kings. You did not do it with your own sword and bow. So I gave you a land on which you did not toil and cities you did not build; and you live in them and eat from vineyards and olive groves that you did not plant.’” 
These verses review the power of God that was at work on behalf of the Israelites. There is no doubt as to the source of this strength—it is from the Lord—but in fact it was often displayed through the Israelites themselves. They were given the power to accomplish the task, but they had to perform to produce!

The same is true of the Christian worker. We cannot lazily sit back and expect God to do everything for us. It is true that God wants do things through us, but that shows a different perspective than having things done for us. In other words, God’s provision is often realized through the appropriation of God’s power in our own lives. The Lord will not always give us the object of our need, but will often grant us the opportunity to meet that need. Our employment is a prime example of this.

The Christian must avoid the trap that cloaks laziness with the spiritual-looking cloak of “faith.” The Thessalonian church had several who used this tactic in order to be supported by others without working themselves. They quit their jobs and just waited for the Lord to return. And what was Paul’s directive to that church in 2 Thessalonians 3:10? “If a man will not work, he shall not eat.”
This is a lengthy foundation for the Christian’s perspective on our employment, but it is necessary to consider these advantages and so direct our minds in the proper direction. As we consider the provision, the protection, and the power given to us by the Lord, our outlook shifts to thankfulness. We are then better able to incorporate the true meaning of work into our efforts.

THE ATTITUDES of work REQUIRED

Moving from this foundation, then, the apostle Paul sets forth some attitudes that are required of the Christian soldier in order to properly fulfill our duties on the job. He addresses the first-century Roman situation of slavery in these verses, which may make some wonder how this passage can relate at all to twenty-first century America. But we should not think that because slavery no longer exists in our culture as it did in years past that Paul’s words have no relevance for today.

Chuck Swindoll notes,

Paul’s words to slaves and masters can be best applied to those in permanent employee-employer relationships. While the institutions of ancient slavery and modern employment do have fundamental differences, the practical principles governing both institutions are similar. Whether you are a contract worker, an hourly employee, a manager, or a business owner, Paul’s principle of submission applies to you. Paul talked to the slaves and masters of his day in the same way he would address employees and employers today. The way we conduct ourselves during the dozens of hours we spend at work each week is just as important for the promotion of the gospel as the few hours we spend each week at church.

Paul addresses employees first in this passage, for there are always more employees than employers in business. Verses 5-8 speak to the workers,

Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ. Obey them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you, but like slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from your heart. Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not men, because you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or free. 

Paul establishes the principle here that when a person is at work, he is still serving Christ. In essence, Paul says, “Work as though your are working for Christ, for indeed you are!”
 This is the attitude of the Christian soldier “on duty,” or on the job. 

The word for eye service (ophthalmodoulia) appears twice in the New Testament (here and Colossians 3:22). Both times it is in reference to slaves. The implicit idea of this compound term is a service that is provided only while under scrutiny, or only for the sake of appearance. Since it is contrasted in both passages with a heartfelt sincerity, it involves a kind of service that is both hypocritical and reluctant. Regardless of the service or ministry rendered, a people-pleaser struggles to do it with the right motive. Pleasing and glorifying God by serving others takes a backseat to serving others to promote and glorify self.

When the eye-serving employee speaks to his boss, he is more concerned with impressing him than he is with telling the truth. When the approval-seeking housewife over-commits herself to activities outside the home to the neglect of her husband or children, she is more concerned about her reputation among her friends than she is about the Lord’s reputation. When the approval-loving pastor is more consumed with how his congregants will see him than he is with how they will be edified through his message, he is more concerned with pleasing man than with pleasing God.

Stanley Baldwin, author of an excellent book on this subject called Take This Job and Love It, writes,

[God] has placed us here to take care of things for Him, and when we work (no matter where it is) we serve the Lord. The pay we get, the system under which we operate, the kindness or orneriness of our boss—those are incidentals. Not that they are unimportant. But the basic principle we must establish is that when we work, we serve Christ our Lord.

That will revolutionize the way many Christians do their work! The best way to be a witness on the job is to do a good day’s work.

Two adjectives must describe the work done by a Christian: humility and honesty. Humility is a relational word, and it speaks of the relationship of the worker to his employer. Honesty speaks of the quality of work that is done. We must be careful to do things right, and not just simply to get things done! Francis Foulkes sheds some light on this passage,

Honesty of purpose and wholehearted effort must characterize the Christian employee. The same word (haplotes) is applied to both “secular” work and to the “spiritual” service of Christians…. The Bible allows no distinction between sacred and secular.

The work we do at our place of employment is just as important and just as worthy of our greatest effort as the work done for the local church! There are some that think that if they could only work full-time for the Lord, they would have a better attitude and be more productive. Not according to this verse!

I like the way William Barkley summarizes this attitude of the Christian toward his work, “The conviction of the Christian workman is that every single piece of work he produces must be good enough to show to God.”
 What about us? Are we examples of this kind of work ethic? Or do we do our work just “good enough” to get by?

“Oh, but you don’t know my boss,” you may be thinking. “He (or she) is the most demanding, demeaning slave driver you’ve ever met!”

Scripture speaks to that situation as well. In 1 Peter 2:18, the apostle Peter commands slaves to submit to their masters with all respect (true humility), “not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh.” What is meant by the word “harsh”? Alan Stibbs writes, “The Greek word skolios means literally ‘curved,’ ‘bent,’ ‘not straight.’ Used metaphorically of people it means ‘crooked,’ ‘perverse,’ ‘unfair.’”
 You think you work for a crook? This verse is for you! Your boss unfair? Better listen up! 

We’re to work hard at our jobs and treat our employers with respect. But what about those times when your boss seems underserving of respect? Or when your task seems unnecessary, ill-planned, or even pointless? How about when you believe you could do a better job running the organization? The answer is the same. Obey. Submit. Show respect. Unless an employer tells us to do something illegal, unethical, or contrary to Christ’s explicit commands, we are responsible for carrying out the assignments given to us.

This passage from Peter’s letter does not give license to employers to mistreat employees, however. Paul continues his teaching in Ephesians 6:9, “And masters, treat your slaves in the same way. Do not threaten them, since you know that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no favoritism with him.” Employers must be fair in all of their dealings with their employees. Why? You also are serving Christ. You may have the authority to hire and fire, and to make the lives of your workers miserable, but just remember that you have a Boss above you, and someday He will call you into account for the way in which you treated those under you. Fairness is the key.

What a revolutionary concept! Can you imagine what would happen if an entire society would adopt these attitudes toward work? There would be no more picket lines; no more work-related discrimination; no more occupational injustice. What a difference that would make in this nation!

Never forget: The world doesn’t watch our behavior at church on Sundays or in Bible studies on weeknights. They watch us at home. They see us at work. They notice when we labor at our occupations with integrity. And they appreciate the qualities of a thoughtful, fair, and generous boss. In this way we will demonstrate to all people that not only are we saved by the blood of Jesus Christ, but we are also living lives under the control of the Holy Spirit.
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