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IS WORK WORTH IT?
Psalm 127;   Ecclesiastes 4:4-12 (text)

INTRODUCTION
I suppose it was thirty years ago now that Cat Stevens wrote Matthew & Son.
	Up at eight, you can't be late
  for Matthew & Son, he won't wait.
Watch them run down to platform one
  and the eight-thirty train to Matthew & Son.

Matthew & Son, the work's never done, there's always something new.
  The file's in your head, you take them to bed, you're never ever through.
  And they've been working all day, all day, all day!

There's a five minute break and that's all you take,
  for a cup of cold coffee and a piece of cake.

Matthew & Son, the work's never done, there's always something new.
  The file's in your head, you take them to bed, you're never ever through.
  And they've been working all day, all day, all day!

Isn't that what life sometimes seems like? – a never-ending grind without letup. We eat to work and work to eat; - or even: we live to work and work to live? That almost makes the question not: Is work worth it? but: is life worth it? And of course, some people get right to that point and answer the question in a terrible negative.

The question our text puts to us this morning, congregation, is: The Rat Race – what do we do with it? But of course, our text speaks about work. Why then do I straightaway call work the rat race? Is not work good? Was it not commanded of us in the beginning? "God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to cultivate it and keep it" (Genesis 2:15). Is not work, therefore, part of what we are, as man? Part of our very constitution? And as many Proverbs would seem to tell us also?

Let me say at the beginning then that we ought not to think of work as a rat race. We ought to think about our work, whether in the home or 'at work' as a vocation, as a calling of God to serve him in his world. But, like everything else in the world, that God made very good, we have perverted. We have perverted our work in all sorts of ways and one of the most obvious is that, for many of us, our work has just become a rat race. Well then, 

1.	THE RAT RACE: WHAT ARE WE TO DO WITH IT?
In verses four through six our preacher says three things about work that we will describe as the rat race. 

He says, first of all, we could join it. "I have seen that every labour and every skill which is done is the result of rivalry between a man and his neighbour." Our versions tell us that our labour and our achievements, or our skill, spring from envy, or are the result of envy – rivalry. You will notice that the words "the result of" are in italics. The italics indicate that the translators have inserted those words to give the sense of the Hebrew in English. But the Hebrew could very well make sense without the addition of that phrase. The Hebrew can as well be read: our labour, our skill is rivalry; which could as well mean not that our labour is the result of rivalry but leads to rivalry. It is hard to be sure which is the idea our Preacher wants to get across. But you can be sure that both are true in this world.

But isn't competition a good thing? you ask. Well, of course, it is at present one of our idols – competition, the market place, the rivalry of capitalism. It is certainly an idol that the knights of the (business) Round Table pray to with many words and much ostentatious thinking, "God, I thank thee that I am not like other men." It may be that it is just an idol that such people worship only while they manipulate the market to such a condition where they can launch a takeover bid – oh, for economies of scale and the ultimate benefit of the consumer, of course!

But that is not to say that competition, in itself, is a bad thing. I can remember that when I was studying for the ministry we had a certain rivalry between class members. It can stimulate you to better effort and so it can be a good thing. But it can also be downright evil and spring from evil motives in evil men. Think of the perpetual envy between the various nations of Europe that produced the arms race that led to the two World Wars, or the arms race of the cold war between the US and the USSR.

But let us take the verse in a more positive sense – that our work and or motives for our work are good. And as a result of that, God blesses the labour of our hands and prospers us. Make no mistake. You will be envied even though you were as honest about it as the day is long and worked as long as the day also. That a man does that which God put him in the world for, work, but it only comes from envy or leads to envy, and probably both – "This too," says the Preacher, "is vanity and striving after the wind." 

Well then, instead of joining the rat race, secondly, we could leave it. We could simply drop out. Mind you, most of those who do drop out are only able to do so because the rest of us are slaving to support not only ourselves, but also provide the taxes from which those who do drop out draw their benefit which enables them still to put food in their mouths. Please note: I am not talking here about the person who genuinely does need charity while he looks for work, or for some other reason he cannot support himself.

But the Preacher tells us that the person who folds his hands like that and does nothing is a fool. He ruins himself. He "consumes his own flesh" (verse five).  Even though he might be able to live by bludging off others and doesn't consume his own flesh, he doesn't starve, literally, he consumes his being as a man. He consumes his flesh, his being morally, spiritually. For God made man to cultivate the earth, to work. It is part of our very being and if we don't work with God's creation and cultivate it into productivity, we become less than human; we are, in short, fools.

So then, if we are not to be workaholics and join the rat race and if we are not to be lazy slobs and drop out, what are we to do? 

We come then, thirdly, to the nice balance. Both the workaholic and the sloth lose the rat race. The nice balance is never to join it. "One hand full of rest is better than two fists full of labour and striving after wind" (verse 6).

Can we see a picture in these verses of three men? One "folds his hands" – plural – "and consumes his own flesh" (verse five). He is lazy; and he is a fool. He ends up with a shriveled soul even if he does manage to fill his belly off the labour of others. The second is also giving both hands to the one thing – "two fists full of labour and striving." His fists are full – he has grasped his work with all his might and is giving it his all. Yet the end result is wind. It is vain. It can't be held on to – not forever anyway.

But there is a third man in the picture. And maybe one of his hands is a closed fist – doing with all his might the work it has found to do. Elsewhere the Preacher tells us to do that. But the other is not merely folded in laziness, for it too is full – of rest; full of contentment. "One hand full of rest is better" (verse 6a). That is the ideal. This man is a worker, but he remembers that the commandment is to work six days and rest one. That is, our lives are in the hands of the Lord and we do not, ultimately, depend upon ourselves and our own work: either, to be rich – for "it is the Lord who makes rich"; or even to feed ourselves – for we pray, "Father, you give us this day our daily bread."

The Hebrew uses three different words on the three occasions it refers to the hand in these two verses. And here it is the open palm that is full of rest. Isn't that beautiful? He has worked faithfully, therefore he can rest in faith in God's blessing on that work. With food and clothing he is content and he doesn't desperately have to hang on to it. His hand is full of contentment, but it is open to others also for the contentment in it is a gift of the Lord. 

Paul talks about this too. "Let him who steals steal no longer; but rather let him labour, performing with his own hands what is good, in order" – not only that he may provide for himself and his own family but also – "that he may have something to share with him who has need" (Ephesians 4:28). And there, congregation, is the answer to the question of work which so easily becomes a mere rat race. 

But the idea of a nice balance between work and rest with contentment, contentment that enables us to hold the fruit of our labour in an open hand, not really considering it our own, has brought us already to think about it all on a higher plane. So, 
2.	THE RAT RACE AGAIN: FOR WHOM?
The workaholic joined the rat race – and lost it. The whole thing is mere envy and rivalry. The drop-out lost it too – but by default. He never entered it. The nice balance is found when we work, and work hard, but in faith and taking rest therefore; and being content and generous with such as the Lord blesses our labour with.

There must be a purpose in our labour that goes beyond mere production. And that purpose must go beyond even having an open palm to the needy. Verses 7 and 8; "Then I looked again at vanity under the sun. There was a certain man without a dependent" – actually, literally it says, "a second, having neither a son nor a brother, yet there was no end to all his labour. Indeed, his eyes were not satisfied with riches and he never asked, 'And for whom am I labouring and depriving myself of pleasure?' This too is vanity and it is a grievous task."

To be a true human being we must be productive. That is how God made us. But more importantly – that is how God made us, plural. Therefore, with all the satisfaction we get from successful and blessed labour, if we are alone – more, if we keep it to ourselves – it is vanity; There was a certain man without a second; without a companion; all alone, our text tells us. We must have a second, another person. Not just some needy person to give to, but some friend or son or brother to live with and to live for. 

Have you ever been away from home and had to eat a beautiful meal in a restaurant on your own? Be the food ever so good, the wine so fine, the service ever so discrete and the décor and atmosphere ever so cosy, I'd just as soon eat it in my room! Imagine a whole life lived in that atmosphere. The Beatles caught this so well in that haunting song, Eleanor Rigby.
Ah, look at all the lonely people.
Eleanor Rigby picks up the rice in the church where a wedding has been;
Lives in a dream;
Waits at the window, wearing the face that she keeps in a jar by the door.
Who is it for?
All the lonely people,
Where do they all come from?
All the lonely people,
Where do they all belong?

Work for the sake of work is "a miserable business" (NIV). It is worse than that. We will fill the gap in our lives with something and chances are it may be that produce we ever so much, our eyes will not be satisfied with riches. "God saw that it was not good for man to be alone, so he made a helpmeet for him." So far as verses 9-12 go, the second could be anyone, not necessarily a wife or husband. "Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labour" (verse 9). It is not just that they will be more efficient – two together will produce more than two alone. But they will each have the knowledge that by their labour, they are doing good to the other and being helpful to him, or her. 

Talking about being helpful, we all have our down-times, our moments of weakness or accident. But if there are two of us and not just one, then "if either of them falls, the one will lift up his companion. But woe to the one who falls when there is not another to lift him up" (verse 10).  

But when you work with someone else, there are more benefits than mere economics or ergonomics. "Furthermore, if two lie down together they keep warm, but how can one be warm alone?" (verse 11). Nights in Palestine are cold and often a traveler would sleep close to his donkey for warmth (so Kidner quotes Barton). Much better if it is a husband or a wife. But surely the point can be broadened to the general idea of companionship. A hard job can become a joy done with a good friend or a son or a daughter or a husband or wife. And Ellul reminds us that it is a man and his second that is spoken of here, a couple, not a collective in which one can still be alone.

So the Preacher continues. "And if one can overpower him who is alone, two can resist him. A cord of three strands is not quickly torn apart" (verse 12). If a companion is the second, what is the third cord? It could be that what would really bind a man and woman together is a common commitment to God and so God is the third cord that binds the two together unbreakably. It could also be that the third cord is the children that are the fruit of the bond between the two strands, husband and wife; and who further bind them together. That ties in also with the idea of protection in the verse. Psalm 127 says,
  Behold, children are a gift of the Lord; the fruit of the womb is a reward. Like arrows in the hand of a warrior, so are the children of one's youth. How blessed is the man whose quiver is full of them; they shall not be ashamed when they speak with their enemies in the gate.

Now a married couple is the only true couple in God's world – where all these blessings, at the human level, are really fulfilled. But that is cold comfort for those who are single – and not by choice. What are they to do? They could do as Charles Swindoll tells of a woman who married rather late; she told him she never worried about marriage. But she did take this one positive step. Every night for ten years she hung a pair of men's trousers on the end of her bed and prayed,
Father in heaven, hear my prayer and grant it if you can.
I've hung a pair of trousers here; please fill them with a man.

But what if they Lord does not answer such a prayer positively? And what about those couples to whom the Lord does not give children? The answer is this – even if the third strand refers to children, the first and greatest commandment is still: "Love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul and all your mind and all your strength." And Jesus still says, "Seek ye first the kingdom of God and his righteousness and all these other things shall be added unto you."
And if God blesses us with marriage, what does Paul say about it? He speaks about it in 1 Corinthians 7 and true, he is speaking "in view of the present distress." But in all circumstances, to serve God first, we are to sit with a certain lightness in regard even to our closest relationships. "For one who is unmarried is free to be concerned about the things of the Lord, how he may please the Lord, but one who is married is concerned about the things of the world how he may please his wife and his interests are divided." Paul does not say that is wrong. In fact, he commends it if we are married. His point is that whether we are married or unmarried, whether we have that second or not, as much as possible, we give "undistracted devotion to the Lord."

To work for some other person is a great deal closer to the truth and the real source of happiness and joy than to work for mere silver and gold. But even that in itself is idolatry. Even if that other person is our husband or wife, to serve them more than the Lord is "worshipping the creature rather than the Creator" (Romans 1), even though they be the image of the Creator.

So the answer to the question of work is the same for the married or the unmarried, the childless or the couple with a full quiver. And for those to whom the Lord has not given the gift of marriage or of children, listen to this from Isaiah 56.
  Thus says the Lord, "Preserve justice, and do righteousness, for my salvation is about to come and my righteousness to be revealed. How blessed is the man who does this, and the son of man who takes hold of it; who keeps from profaning the Sabbath, and keeps his hand from doing any evil." Let not the foreigner who has joined himself to the Lord, say, "The Lord will surely separate me from his people." Neither let the eunuch say, "Behold, I am a dry tree." For thus says the Lord, "To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, and choose what pleases me, and hold fast my covenant, to them I will give in my house and within my walls a memorial, and a name better than that of sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name which will not be cut off" (verses 1-5).

The real answer to the problem of work is not just to work for another person, but to work for the First Person. Our second should be he who is first. Our companion must be he who made us his companion. 

Only the Christian, therefore, can have a proper attitude to work because only the Christian has Immanuel, God as his companion. And then we will work hard, for he is our God and Saviour. Yet also, we will not work with sleepless nights. It will not be true for us that "The file's in your head, you take them to bed, you're never ever through." There will be an end to our labour. We will have "one hand open full of rest … for he gives to his beloved even in their sleep" (verse 6; Psalm 127).

And whether married or single, none of us will be childless or joyless for our labour in the Lord will not be vanity or mere striving after the wind. The Lord Jesus made himself a eunuch for the sake of the kingdom, yet he says in Hebrews 2:13, "Behold, I and the children whom God has given me." 

I had a great Aunt who never married. There were not enough men to go round after the First World War. She had one other sister who also never married and only one brother who married and had children. So she made it her life's work to pray for his children. She lived to nearly 100 years old and died in a little ten by ten room in a nursing home in Bristol, England, still praying for that brother's children – and grandchildren and great-grandchildren and great-great-grandchildren – my grandchildren. I don't know how many people that ended up being – quite a bit more than a hundred – her brother had nine to set the ball rolling. Many, many of them belong to the Lord. Do you not think the Lord kept his promise in Isaiah 56 to her? 

I have an aunt, one of those nine children whom the great aunt first began praying for. She never married either. There were not enough men after the Second World War. She went to India as a missionary and over her forty plus years of service there adopted ten 'untouchable' girls. She brought them up. She found husbands for them – this is India, not New Zealand. They all now have children. Do you not think the Lord kept his promise in Isaiah 56 to her? And, through her, further kept it to my great aunt? 

"None of those who join themselves to the Lord" and live in obedience to the Lord in whatever calling or vocation he calls them to in this life "will be a dry tree, for I will give them a name better than that of sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that will not be cut off." And so for Jesus, and Paul, and any number of other saints down through history who left no children, either their own or adopted, but left, ultimately, hundreds or thousands or even millions of children who love the Lord.

Work for work's sake? No. That is vanity. 
Work for the sake of silver or gold? No. That is probably a worse vanity. 
Work for the sake of our fellow man? That is much better. You are getting warm.
Work for the sake of the kingdom of God and his righteousness? Yes. That is the answer to the question of work.

"Therefore my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch as you know that your labour is not in vain in the Lord" (1 Corinthians 15:58).							 Amen 
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