Sept 6, 2026 Labor Day
Matthew 11:28-30

Matthew 11:28-30 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and | will give you rest. # Take my yoke upon
you, and learn from me, for | am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. * For my yoke is
easy, and my burden is light.”

I thought I would switch things up today and talk about Labor Day. But first I
need to introduce a great theological word: Vocation. Vocation means “calling,’
bit is has come to refer to our occupation.

Now, vocation is more than simply our work. Sometimes our calling from
God might have more to do with a primary relationship in our life —with our
spouse, with our children, or even to church or some way that we are called to
serve outside of work.

But work is still a major facet of our vocation and of what it means to
be called, and most of us will spend about 1/3 of our lives working. So it's very
important to reflect on a theology of work and how our work is part of God’s
mission in the world and the story that God is still writing with us in it.

Labor Day itself has its history in the commemoration of labor rights
established in this country — laws and policies that protect workers from
exploitation. It's dedicated to the American labor movement and the social and
economic achievements of American workers — particularly working class and
blue collar folks in their collective efforts toward industrial progress and
ingenuity, as well as efforts to hold their employers accountable for fair
compensation.

And while Labor Day as a holiday does primarily have to do with
actual paid labor and employed work, we also acknowledge that much
of our most important and meaningful work that we do in life is often
not work we get paid for! From parenting and homemaking to volunteering
and serving in our communities in various ways.

Made to Work

But before diving into this issue of the toil of work, I think it's important to state
upfront some of the theological truths about that we hold to as Christians that
are clear from the whole story of Scripture about work as well. And
unsurprisingly, it begins with the beginning, and in Genesis 1:

1. Made to be co-creators
2. Given the responsibility of stewardship
3. This was the original plan



4. So our work has intrinsic value (this is what Dorothy Sayers meant, I think,
in her famous essay, "Why Work,” when she said the best work is the kind
that serves the work! The blessing to others is a byproduct, but the world
itself is done for its own sake — for the love and devotion to the craft, art
and skill of the work as such.)

We see right away in the creation story that God makes us in his
image, in God’s likeness, that we may rule or have dominion— the
“cultural mandate,” it's sometimes called. And the main thing to recognize
here I think is that just as God is a creator and an orderer, so too have we been
made to create or order things. Not to create out of nothing, but to create,
make, and organize/administrate things with the material that God has given us
and in the times and places that we live.

Secondly, we are stewards of creation! We have responsibility to care for
and productively participate in the cultivation of civilization and human
flourishing through our labor (in everything from gardening to carpentry!)

Third, this work was given to us before the Fall. Work is part of
the original plan!

And fourthly, therefore, assuming it contributes to the common good
in some way —however small! — it has intrinsic value. It isn't just a
means to an end. It is worthwhile in and of itself — whatever it does or does
not produce.

But sin enters the picture in Genesis 3, and this is what is coming
through in much of the passage from Ecclesiastes today: the extent to
which work is burdensome, tiring, tedious and even can feel meaningless!

22 What has a man from all the toil and striving of heart with which he toils
beneath the sun? 23 For all his days are full of sorrow, and his work is a
vexation. Even in the night his heart does not rest. This also is vanity.

24 There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink and
find enjoyment in his toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God, 25 for apart
from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment? — Ecclesiastes 2:22-25

The teacher’s words echo a Genesis 3 world of “painful toil”, “thorns
and thistles,” that the ground will produce, and “by the sweat of your
brow,” that you will eat, etc. No longer is it the Genesis 1-2 world of
“working” and “keeping” the garden...

Consequences of the Fall

1. Sin enters the picture, and we turn away from God. We worship the creation
rather than the creator. We make other gods, or we try to become our own
gods. We look to work rather than God to get things like pleasure, identity,
significance and security — through wealth, power, influence, etc.



2. One of the consequences of sin is not only broken relationships with God and
each other, but also with our work.

3. Sin distorts our understanding of the purpose of work. It becomes an idol, it
becomes futile, tedious, discouraging, burdensome... unfulfilling.

Paul speaks to this somewhat in several places where he talks about
the effort he made not to be a burden to anyone support his ministry,
explaining that he worked with his hands to support himself. He also
states in 2 Thessalonians 3 that the person who can work but refuses to should
not eat! So the Bible acknowledges that practical level and essential need of
work as well.

But as Christians, our ability to live in the kingdom as if it’s a present
reality here and now goes beyond mere moral sentiment. Our mission is
an explicit one that has to do with redemption and restoration, not just good
influence. We read in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians the following:

Redemption

17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has
gone, the new is here! 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself
through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was
reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against
them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are
therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through
us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him
who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God. — 2 Corinthians 5:17-21

So what does this gospel truth enable us to do when it comes to our
work? Well, at a minimum, it empowers us. And it empowers us to do
something that most people are unable to in our culture right now. And this is
just one way of putting it, but I like how Steven Garber puts it.

He talked about how we as Christian are specifically called and given
the grace to both fully know the world, and fully /ove the world. And
this is not easy to do. In fact, most of the time, we don't fully know the world.
We only see it how we want to. How we're inclined to. And if we do fully know
it — see it for what it truly is — we tend to grow cynical, bitter and resentful,
making us unable to love.

The call in our work is to respond to the creative impulse God gives us toward
that moral sentiment, to perform work that like God we hope to be able to “call
good.” (Creation). And beyond this, even in the frustration and vexation of
COVID and many other challenges and difficulties that we might face, the Spirit



empowers us to act as ambassadors of Christ, the righteousness of God, and of
ministers of reconciliation in the world, knowing that this good work will
continue in a glorious future in the coming kingdom. Amen.

Here is a Labor Day Prayer I came across recently as well:
Prayer for the Dignity of Work and the Rights of Workers
Lord God, Master of the Vineyard,

How wonderful that you have invited us
who labor by the sweat of our brow

to be workers in the vineyard

and assist your work

to shape the world around us.

As we seek to respond to this call,
make us attentive to those who seek work
but cannot find it.

Help us listen to the struggles of those
who work hard to provide for their families
but still have trouble making ends meet.

Open our eyes to the struggles of those exploited
and help us speak for just wages and safe conditions,
the freedom to organize, and time for renewal.

For work was made for humankind

and not humankind for work.

Let it not be a vehicle for exploitation
but a radiant expression of our human dignity.

Give all who labor listening hearts

that we may pause from our work

to receive your gift of rest.

Fill us with your Holy Spirit

that you might work through us to let your justice reign.

Amen.



