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1Thes 4:11-12  to work with your hands, as we 

instructed you,  
12

 so that you may live properly 

before outsiders and be dependent on no one 
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0. INTRODUCTION: WORK AND ANTHROPOLOGY 

  work  The concept is ambiguous and contested,  connoting different activities in different societies 

and historical contexts. In its broadest sense, work is purposeful human endeavor, and involves the 

transformation of nature through the expenditure of mental and physical capacities. Such an 

interpretation is at odds, however, with the more limited meaning and experience of work in 

present-day capitalist societies. For millions of people work is synonymous with paid 

employment, and many activities which would qualify as work on the broader definition are 

described and experienced as nonwork leisure pursuits.  Private DOMESTIC LABOUR is a prime 

example.  Although essential to the survival, health and perpetuation of the human population, 

domestic labor (cooking, cleaning, childcare, and so on) has low social status, is overwhelmingly 

undertaken by women and remains unpaid.
1
 

 CALVIN, J. Institutes III, 10, 6. (Finally, this point is to be noted: the Lord bids each one of us in 

all life's actions to look to his calling. For he knows with what great restlessness human nature 

flames, with what fickleness it is borne hither and thither, how its ambition longs to embrace 
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various things at once. Therefore, lest through our stupidity and rashness everything be turned 

topsy-turvy, he has appointed duties for every man in his particular way of life [officia ordinavit]. 

And that no one may thoughtlessly transgress his limits, he has named these various kinds of 

living "callings." [vocationes]) 

 → work is purposeful human activity in line with God’s purposes in His created order for the 

preservation and development of meaningful human life 

Labor as a Bonum Arduum: I know of no other human good whose evaluation by major thinkers 

ranges from the merely instrumental to the summum bonum. Why is a balanced appraisal of work so 

rarely achieved? I suspect it is because work, paradoxically, is an arduous good, a good that is often 

experienced as an evil. Every European language has two words for this good, work and labor; and each 

language uses one of them to convey toil, pain,  exertion: po,noj, labor, Arbeit, travailler. Don’t say to a 

woman in the pangs of child—birth that labor is a good. Work at its worst ranks among the most inhuman 

of the cruelties and exploitations known to man: the deliberate destruction of body and spirit through 

slave labor, forced labor,  child labor—achieving apotheosis in the Nazi obscenity, “Arbeit macht frei“
2
 

0.1. DIMENSIONS/AIMS OF WORK IN THE BIBLE 

 2Thes 3:10  If anyone is not willing to work (evrga,zesqai), let him not eat. Pro 19:15  Slothfulness 

(hl'c.[;) casts into a deep sleep (hm'DEr>T; lyPiT;), and an idle person (hY"mir> vp,n<) will suffer hunger 

→ survival 

 Eph 4:28  Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor (kopia,tw evrgazo,menoj), doing 

honest work with his own hands (tai/j Îivdi,aijÐ cersi.n to. avgaqo,n), so that he may have something 

to share (metadido,nai) with anyone in need. → service 

 Hag 2:4  Be strong, all you people of the land, declares the LORD. Work, (Wf[]) for I am with you, 

declares the LORD of hosts, → creativity 

 Ecc 8:17  I saw all the work of God (~yhil{a/h' hfe[]m;), that man cannot find out (aAcm.li ~d"a'h' lk;Wy al{) 
the work that is done under the sun. However much man may toil in seeking (vQEb;l. ~d"a'h' lmo[]y:), he 

will not find it out (c'm.yI al{w>). Even though a wise man claims to know, he cannot find it out. 

→ thinking 

 Mt 11:28  Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden (oì kopiw/ntej kai. pefortisme,noi), and I 

will give you rest. 

0.2. TO WORK AND TO BE HUMAN 

 John WHITE Education and the End of Work, 

 …work, namely that it is a form of activity designed to bring about some end-product outside 

itself. This end product might, for instance, be an actual (1) physical object - a sofa or a 

microchip; a (2) service - helping others to learn or cutting their hair; or the (3) solution of 

some theoretical or practical or artistic problem. 

 Hannah Arendt The Human Condition, p. 80 

…the Greek language distinguishes between ponein and ergazesthai,  the Latin between laborare and 

facere or fabricari, which have the same etymological root, the French between travailler and ouvrer, 

the German between arbeiten and werken. In all these cases, only the equivalents for "labor" have an 

unequivocal connotation of pain and trouble. The German Arbeit applied originally only to farm labor 

executed by serfs and not to the work of the craftsman, which was called Werk. The French travailler 

replaced the older labourer and is derived from tripalium, a kind of torture. See Grimm, Worterbuch,-pp. 

1854 ff.,  and Lucien Febre, "Travail; evolution d'un mot et d'une idee," Journal de psychologie normale 

et pathologique, Vol. XLI, No. 1 (1948). 

0.3. CARICATURES OF WORK 

 overstressed creativity, meaning → workaholism (Lk 17:10 …when you have done all that you 

were commanded, say, 'We are unworthy servants; we have only done what was our duty.) 

 overstressed service → servitude (1Cor 7:23  …You were bought with a price; do not become 
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slaves of men) 

 overstressed survival → covetousness (Luke 12:15 …for one's life does not consist in the 

abundance of his possessions; Col 3:5  covetousness [pleonexi,a], which is idolatry) 

0.4. BIBLICAL WORDS 

 Psa 104:23  Man goes out to his work and to his labor (Atd"bo[]l;w> Al[\p'l.) until the evening 

 Pr 23:4  Do not toil to acquire wealth; be discerning enough to desist. 

(ld"x] ^t.n"yBimi ryvi[]h;l. [g:yTi-la;) 
  

 
 hd'Ab[] (±¦bôdâ) labor, service. servitude, bondage It appears 145 times in the OT.3

 

 This service may be directed toward (1) things, (2) people, or (3) God. 

 "bondage" of captives or subjects. Overwhelmingly this refers to the bondage of Israel 

in Egypt 

 ±ebed. Slave, servant. The form appears 799 times in the OT. The most significant use of 

the term "servant" is as a messianic designation, the most prominent personal, technical 

term to represent the OT teaching on the Messiah.   

 hk'al'm. (m®l¹kâ) work, business. 

 Work, business, craftsmanship, goods, property. Like the English "work," m®l¹°kâ could refer 

either to the activity of working, the requisite skills of work, or to the results of work. In 

contrast to terms like ±¹mal and y¹ga± which emphasized the toilsome, laborious side of work, 

this term emphasized work as involving skill and benefits. … God himself ceased from 

working on the Sabbath day (Gen 2:1-2).  …it could refer to a particular task or project at hand 

(Neh 5:16) or it could refer to one's routine or habitual work, i.e. one's business (Gen 39:11; 

Prov 18:9). It referred to the king's business (1Sam 8:16) and that of the royal bureaucracy 

(1Kings 9:23 ). "Work" referred to skilled craftsmanship when God endowed men with 

supernatural skills for the skilled work of the tabernacle (Exo 31:3; RSV, "Craftsmanship"), 

and Solomon imported Phoenician craftsmen for the skilled work of the temple (1Kings 7:14) 

 lm'[' 1) toil, trouble, labour 1a) trouble 1b) trouble, mischief 1c) toil, labour  

 The verb ±¹mal is one of several Hebrew verbs for "labor, work, toil." Other major terms 

include ±¹bad "to work, serve, " and ±¹ƒâ "to make, do, work" (both of which see). ±¹mal 

is used less often than those two verbs, and is employed often with the nuance of the 

drudgery of toil rather than the nobility of labor. … The root ±¹mal relates to the dark 

side of labor, the grievous and unfulfilling aspect of work. A biblical view of labor 

based on this word alone would be defective, but this aspect of work should be 

included in a full induction. Thus Moses uses this term to describe the frustration and 
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struggle of the worker in this ephemeral, transitory world (Psa 90:10). 

1. DOMINION (GN 1) 

1.1. IMAGO DEI 

 John 5:17  "My Father is working until now, and I am working." (o ̀path,r mou e[wj a;rti evrga,zetai 
kavgw. evrga,zomai) 

 Gn 1:26-27  Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness (WnteWmd>Ki Wnmel.c;B.). 
And let them have dominion (WDr>yI) over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and 

over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth."  
27

 

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he 

created them. 

 Gn 1:1  God created (ar"B') the heavens and the earth. 

 Gn 1:4  God separated (ldb) 

 Gn 1:5, 10…  God called (arq) 

 Gn 2:2  God finished his work that he had done (hf'[' rv<a] ATk.al;m.-lK'mi) 

1.2. DOMINION 

 Gn 1:28   "Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it (h'vub.kiw> #r<a'h'-ta, Wal.mi) and 

have dominion (Wdr>) over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every 

living thing that moves on the earth." 

 → success; prominence; (together with the woman!) 

1.3. SABBATH 

 Gn 2:2-3   
2
 And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the 

seventh day from all his work that he had done.  
3
 So God blessed the seventh day and made it 

holy, because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation. 

 → balanced by the WORSHIP of the HIGHEST AUTHORITY 

2. SERVANTHOOD (GN 2) 

 not “the second story of creation” 

2.1. THE DUST OF EARTH 

 Gn 2:7   then the LORD God formed the man of dust from the ground (hm'd"a]h'-!mi rp'[') and 

breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature (hY"x; vp,n<) 

2.2. SERVICE 

 Gn 2:15  The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it. 

(Hr"m.v'l.W Hd"b.['l.) 
 Gn 2:20  But for Adam there was not found a helper fit for him. (ADg>n<K. rz<[E ac'm'-al{) 
 → ministry; position; relationship; hierarchy… 

2.3. MARRIAGE 

 Gn 2:23-24  Then the man said, "This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall 

be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man."  
24

 Therefore a man shall leave his father 

and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh. 

 → balanced by intimate personal relationship/identification with  

3. DRUDGERY (GN 3) 

3.1. MORTAL SINNER 

 Gn 3:19  …you are dust, and to dust you shall return. (bWvT' rp"['-la,w> hT'a; rp"[') 
 Ecc 2:24  There is nothing better for a man, than that he should eat and drink, and that he should 

BwRef('WTT_Psa%2090:10')
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make his soul enjoy good in his labour. (Alm'[]B; bAj Avp.n:-ta, ha'r>h,) Ecc 3:12 I perceived that 

there is nothing better for them than to be joyful and to do good (bAj tAf[]l;w> x:Amf.li) as long as 

they live 

3.2. SURVIVAL 

 Gn 3:19  By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread (~x,l, lk;aTo ^yP,a; t[;zEB.), 
 Dt 26:7 Then we cried to the LORD, the God of our fathers, and the LORD heard our voice and 

saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression. (Wncex]l;-ta,w> Wnlem'[]-ta,w> WnyEn>['-ta, ar.Y:w:) 

3.3. LIFE BEYOND DEATH 

 Gn 3:21-24  And the LORD God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins and clothed 

them.  
22

 Then the LORD God said, "Behold, the man has become like one of us in knowing good 

and evil. Now, lest he reach out his hand and take also of the tree of life and eat, and live forever-"  
23

 therefore the LORD God sent him out from the garden of Eden to work the ground from which 

he was taken.  
24

 He drove out the man, and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the 

cherubim and a flaming sword that turned every way to guard the way to the tree of life. 

 → relief in hope 1Cor 15:58  Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always 

abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain (o[ti o ̀ko,poj 
ùmw/n ouvk e;stin keno.j evn kuri,w|) 

4. TO REMEMBER 

 Our view of work reflects our view of human beings. 

 To live according to the will of God, we need to know what are his purposes for work in human 

life. 

 To avoid caricatures of work (human existence) we have to pay attention to the balancing activities 

described in the Scriptures. 


