NAVS Discipleship materials

Work and career – Guidance

John 17:4 “I have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave me to do.”

Aim – To help us to think through why work is important and what attitudes we should have toward work. To help us to consider how we should go about making decisions regarding our future career. 

Introduction – Choosing a career is another issue where the issue of guidance can be a real stumbling block. In one sense choosing a career is a huge step to take and one that will effect the course of our whole lives. But as we have seen, there is not necessarily one right path that God wants us to take – a path that we could miss out on if we make the wrong choices. We are privileged to have such a wide choice of careers when for a variety of reasons so many people in our world simply do not.

Once we are in the workplace, there are many issues facing us regarding the way that we work, our attitudes towards work, how we treat those we work with and sharing our faith. As we shall see the Bible has much to say about this whole area of work. We need to learn to think Biblically, because it is only when we get our thinking right that our behaviour will change accordingly. 

Why should we bother with work? How did God make us? In what sense is being made in God’s image reflected in work? What does the world say about why we should work?

· Our God works and He rests, he is not idle. In the same way, we are not to be idle but diligent in our work. We were made in God’s image – we were made to work and to rest (Genesis 1:27-28). God placed mankind in His creation to rule and subdue it. Adam was given work to do as part of God’s created order (Genesis 2:15). Eden was not just about sitting back and enjoying paradise, but rather God made and intended mankind for work. So work is part of God’s good creation (Genesis 1:31), before the fall. The Bible assumes that we will work, just as we eat and sleep. 

· After the fall, God said that work in a fallen world would be a struggle – a visual expression of our sinfulness (Genesis 3:17-19). However we as Christians look forward to a future where we ‘will not toil in vain’ (Isaiah 65:23). 

· In 2 Thessalonians 3, Paul describes why the Thessalonians should be working rather than being idle. Paul describes the place work should hold in their lives, urging them to work for their food, because everyone has to eat and should not be a burden to others. We were not created to work, not to be idle (Proverbs 26:13-16). 

· Contrary to these attitudes are the things our world is telling us about living for self. Some people live for their jobs because that is where they find their fulfilment. Some people just want to make money and be satisfied. Other people do not want to work at all, but would rather be idle. There is a whole spectrum of attitudes towards work in the world around us. Yet most of these motives are selfish and they are primarily concerned with self. Jesus was concerned with bringing glory to His Father and it is this that aim which should be our ultimate goal and motivation. 

How do we know what career we should choose? What are right or wrong choices of career? What principles are important to making a right and a wise decision with regard to our career? How important should our faith and sharing that faith be in any decisions that we make? How do we know if God is calling us to some kind of full-time Christian ministry?

· Choosing a career is a big decision in our lives which many people find difficult to make. If we approach this question in a similar way to how we approached the question of who we should marry, then we will see that the Bible does have things to say about the kind of career path that we should choose. 

· There may be some career choices, such as joining the Mafia or becoming a serial killer which are clearly wrong choices to make, but otherwise choosing a career is a matter of exercising godly wisdom. We have seen the kind of things that God wants to do in our lives and through our lives – in choosing a career we must take these things into consideration. 
· There are certain professions where it is difficult to be a Christian but not necessarily wrong. As with many of these issues, it is dependent on the person – for a weaker Christian the pressure and discipline of the armed forces might be very unhelpful.  On the other hand there are also professions that offer huge opportunities for caring for others and sharing our faith, such as nursing and medicine. We have so many career choices to choose from but we need to know our weaknesses and make our choices accordingly. For someone who struggles with sexual temptation, working in an environment with semi-clad men or women might be incredibly unhelpful. Whatever job we do, we must conduct ourselves in a manner worthy of our Lord, honestly, fairly and wholeheartedly – some jobs will not be easy for us to live out these principles. 

· The Bible illustrates that God approves of a wide variety of different occupations. We read of Joseph, Esther and Daniel who all served in pagan Governments, David who was a shepherd, Luke who was a doctor, Paul who was a tentmaker, Lydia who was a businesswoman and Jesus who was a carpenter. Our nation needs Christians who will make a stand for Christ in all walks of life. Can I suggest that we need to make a godly choice, based firstly on what will bring most honour and glory to God and secondly on what our strengths and weaknesses are. 

· The gospel should take a particularly high position in our decisions, indeed it should be our first priority. We need to ask how our decisions in this area affect the opportunities we have for ministry. Our first priority is to serve God and to further His Kingdom – we should think hard before choosing a job that may not help us in our walk with Christ or allow us to help others. Some jobs may give us many opportunities to share our lives and our faith, while others may greatly restrict those opportunities (Titus 2:9-10 and 1 Thessalonians 4:11-12).

· While we are all called to serve God in the environment that we are in, God clearly calls some people to very specific roles in His service. God can and sometimes does call people in spectacular ways, but often this is note the case. So how do we know if God is calling us into full-time Christian ministry? If we feel that God is asking us to serve Him in full-time Christian ministry, then we should ask ourselves the following questions. Do I want to serve God in this way? Do I have the gifts for this kind of ministry? Do other people think I have these gifts? Not everyone has a passion and a desire for serving God in full-time ministry and it is certainly not the easy choice. If having thought and prayed these things through, we still feel that God is leading us in this direction then we should step out in faith and make that decision. Often short-term missions or training programmes will help us to know where God is leading us. 

What does the Bible have to say about how we should work? What should / shouldn’t our attitude be towards work? What have Colossians 3 and Ephesians 6 got to say about the way that we work? How do we measure up to these things?

· The Bible gives clear instructions as to how we should work and just as importantly how we should treat those that we work with. Most jobs will involve relationships with a variety of different people and the Bible says much about how we should treat other people. We are to treat other better than ourselves and look to their interests rather than just our own. The way that we work is a great witness to those that we work with (Philippians 2:3-4).

· There is a sense in which we as students or employees are putting ourselves under our tutors or employers authority in much the same way as slaves are subject to their masters. Ephesians 6 and Colossians 3 suggest that the relationship between masters and slaves should be modelled on the relationship between Christ and his people. God wants us to work in a way that reflects His character and our relationship with Him.

· We are to be honest, diligent, sincere, just and generous – we are to work with enthusiasm, honesty and fairness serving the Lord in the tasks we do. Can we honestly say that we are wholehearted in our work or our studies? Can we honestly say that we do not work for the praise of men but for God? These verses in Colossians are relevant to all of our work, whether we are being paid to do a job or whether we are preparing essays and revising for exams. If we really understood that ultimately we are working for God in all that we do rather than for our employer or tutor – how different would our attitudes to work be? I think that this is the key. If we get our motivation for work right – then the way that we work will change accordingly. 

· One wrong attitude to work would be that we become so absorbed by it that we have no time to rest. We are told that God worked for 6 days and then He rested – this is an example to us that we should balance our work with rest. God wants us to take a day off each week to be refreshed and to remember all that he has done for us. We are created for work and for rest! Becoming absorbed in our work could have tremendous implications for our relationships with other people and our relationship with God. 

What should be our ambitions and goals? How important should job satisfaction be to the job that we choose? What was important to Daniel? What can we learn from his godly attitudes to ambition and his high position in Babylon
· Our goals in life should revolve around God’s kingdom and his righteousness, not around ourselves. It is not our career that gives us fulfilment, satisfaction or status. The world sees the job we do as an indicator of status – indeed it says that we are what we do. We are conditioned to look for significance through our employment. In contrast the Bible urges us to find our significance and value in Christ. True satisfaction and fullness is found in Christ (Colossians 2:6-12). 

· We should make sure that we do not fall into an unhealthy love of money. It can be all too easy to turn away from God and serve money. Money is not what is important in life, indeed money seems to leave us with an endless desire for more. It is not in money that we fulfilment, but in Christ. Jesus said that the love of money is incompatible with serving God (Matthew 6:24) and Paul said that the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil (1 Timothy 6:6-10).

· We must be careful that we do not pursue the wrong things in life – the things that we cannot take with us (James 1:9-10). Real success in life is found in having a relationship with God and living for Him. Daniel was chosen as part of the cream of Israel to be exiled to Babylon and retrained in Babylonian culture and thinking. However he stood up for what was right despite great personal risk, because he knew that position and status in Babylon were not what was truly important. 

· In Daniel 6:1-11 we’re told that King Darius was going to set Daniel over the whole Kingdom. When the administrators and satraps try to trap Daniel by tricking the King into issuing a decree prohibiting prayer to any god except the King, we find that Daniel turns to his God in prayer. Despite the Kings decree, Daniel prays three times a day to the God in whom Daniel trusted his very life. He was willing to risk death in the Lions Den rather than forsake his Lord. Would we have made a stand like Daniel did at the risk of losing both our status and our lives? Throughout his life Daniel refused to let ambition and success detract from his relationship with God.

Concluding thoughts – We need to remember that God gives us great choice over our choice of career. We should consider how a certain career would affect our personal faith and our opportunities for witnessing to those we work with, as this is ultimately what is truly important. In one sense, the way that we work is more important than the job that we do. We need to remember that in all the work that we do, we should do it as if it were for the Lord – for it is Him that we are serving. 
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Guidance and Work
John 17:4 “I have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave me to do.”
Genesis 1:27-28, 31 “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground … And it was so. God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.”
Genesis 2:15 “The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.”

Genesis 3:17-19 “To Adam he said, ‘Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, You must not eat of it, Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.”

2 Thessalonians 3:6-13 “In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, brothers, to keep away from every brother who is idle and does not live according to the teaching you received from us. For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example. We were not idle when we were with you, nor did we eat anyone's food without paying for it. On the contrary, we worked night and day, labouring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you. We did this, not because we do not have the right to such help, but in order to make ourselves a model for you to follow. For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule: ‘If a man will not work, he shall not eat.’ We hear that some among you are idle. They are not busy; they are busybodies. Such people we command and urge in the Lord Jesus Christ to settle down and earn the bread they eat. And as for you, brothers, never tire of doing what is right.”

Proverbs 26:13-16 “The sluggard says, ‘There is a lion in the road, a fierce lion roaming the streets!’ As a door turns on its hinges, so a sluggard turns on his bed. The sluggard buries his hand in the dish; he is too lazy to bring it back to his mouth. The sluggard is wiser in his own eyes than seven men who answer discreetly.”

1 Thessalonians 4:11-12 “Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you, so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anybody.”

Titus 2:9-10 “Teach slaves to be subject to their masters in everything, to try to please them, not to talk back to them, and not to steal from them, but to show that they can be fully trusted, so that in every way they will make the teaching about God our Saviour attractive.”

Philippians 2:3-4 “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.”

Colossians 3:22-4:1 “Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their eye is on you and to win their favour, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord. Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving. Anyone who does wrong will be repaid for his wrong, and there is no favouritism. Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master in heaven.”

Ephesians 6:5-9 “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 favour 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. 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 favouritism with him.”
Colossians 2:6-12 “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness. See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ. For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been given fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority. In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead.”
Matthew 6:24 “No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money.”

James 1:9-10 “The brother in humble circumstances ought to take pride in his high position. But the one who is rich should take pride in his low position, because he will pass away like a wild flower.”
Daniel 6:1-11 “It pleased Darius to appoint 120 satraps to rule throughout the kingdom, with three administrators over them, one of whom was Daniel. The satraps were made accountable to them so that the king might not suffer loss. Now Daniel so distinguished himself among the administrators and the satraps by his exceptional qualities that the king planned to set him over the whole kingdom. At this, the administrators and the satraps tried to find grounds for charges against Daniel in his conduct of government affairs, but they were unable to do so. They could find no corruption in him, because he was trustworthy and neither corrupt nor negligent. Finally these men said, ‘We will never find any basis for charges against this man Daniel unless it has something to do with the law of his God.’ So the administrators and the satraps went as a group to the king and said: ‘O King Darius, live forever! The royal administrators, prefects, satraps, advisers and governors have all agreed that the king should issue an edict and enforce the decree that anyone who prays to any god or man during the next thirty days, except to you, O king, shall be thrown into the lions' den. Now, O king, issue the decree and put it in writing so that it cannot be altered--in accordance with the laws of the Medes and Persians, which cannot be repealed.’ So King Darius put the decree in writing. Now when Daniel learned that the decree had been published, he went home to his upstairs room where the windows opened toward Jerusalem. Three times a day he got down on his knees and prayed, giving thanks to his God, just as he had done before. Then these men went as a group and found Daniel praying and asking God for help.”

1 Timothy 6:6-10 “But godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.”
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