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Work for the Common Good - the good of others!
Part 3 of our teaching series on "Seeing our 'work' Biblically"

Genesis 2:4-20; I Corinthians 7:17

This past Monday was Martin Luther King Day. He was definitely a radical — a radical voice to
call our nation back to r^al justice. Some recently are trying to make him a different kind of
radical - a militant radical. For that, they really should go to Malcolm X who lived around the
same time. Dr. King had that radical combination of standing unmovable for what is right and
yet calling people to do that in a totally countercultural, nonviolent way. What's interesting is
his change in theology during his lifetime. Early in his career, Martin Luther King held to the
"liberal theology" of his day. This has nothing to do with liberal politics. Liberal theology says
that humans are basically good, the Bible is stories not the inerrant Word of God and you
should do good - the main problem is the human structures around us. But Dr. King came to
realize that sin is not just found in institutions, but it is in the heart of every person. And indeed,
when we get together for worship every week, we reaffirm that all of us are sinners in need of a
Savior! We're here to praise Jesus who died on the cross for our sins and rose again to confirm
that all Jesus said is true! And Jesus is working to transform each one of our lives once we
repent of our sins, believe He died for us and surrender to follow His ways.

One of my favorite Dr. Martin Luther King quotes is this: "if it falls to your lot to be a street
sweeper, sweep the streets like Michelangelo painted pictures, like Shakespeare wrote
poetry, like Beethoven composed music; Sweep streets so well that all the host of heaven
and earth will have to pause and say, 'There lived a great street sweeper, who swept his
job well.'" Doesn't that just capture what we have been saying the last couple weeks about
God's view of work. God works - so when we work we're imitating God. God works hard, so
when we are diligent at wjjrk we are imitating God. (By the way, God made it very clear that we
are not to work 24/7. For He did not even do that to create the world.) God works for a '
purpose. When we work, we want to focus on our goal. And the result of God's work is good.
We want to try to do our jobs well.

Then last week, we saw that there is dignity in all legitimate work. There are no low or
demeaning jobs in God's sight. A work-free environment, where we just indulge ourselves, will
lead to a less fully-human result with lots of real problems physically, emotionally and
spiritually. We are created in God's image and God works. Humans need to work. In fact, God
gave humans the responsibility to be stewards and developers of the building blocks that God
has created. The world is full of potential that was built into the universe. So as we use
creativity in our work, it reflects God who made us in His image. It brings value to our work
whether anyone notices or not. Now let's finish off God's original design for work.

PROPOSITION: God designed work to help others and contribute to the common good.

I. Our work helps others
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A. Adam given responsibility of working and caring for the garden Gen 2:15, 8
READ Gen 2:15. After Adam was created, God gave him responsibility. God gave
him regular work to do. This work responsibility comes long before sin entered into
the world. God works, and as people made in God's image, God has work for us to do.
Adam was to work the Garden of Eden and take care of it. Anyone who has farmed
knows that while plants grow by themselves, to get a good crop there's a lot of work
to do. There was work to do even before "weeds" came into the picture with the
corruption of sin. Look back at verse eight. READ Gen 2:8. God started the Garden
of Eden, but He created it with the need for work to be done to sustain & develop it.

B. The garden is (or will become) very large Gen 2:10-14
We aren't told the size of the garden, but from the description in verses 10-14 this
garden is or will become very large. The river watering the garden is going to feed the
headwaters of four major rivers. Again, we don't know the size, but it seems that it's
going to be big.

C. Adam needs helper(s) Gen 2:18, 20b
So big that Adam is going to need helpers. READ Gen 2:18, 20b. Adam is not going
to be able to do all this work and caring for the Garden of Eden alone. He is going to
need a helper. In fact, he is going to need a helper who can help produce more helpers.
Because sin alienates relationships, we assume that the "alone" in verse 18
refers to loneliness. But Adam is not feeling lonely. When you're lonely you need a
friend - not a helper. A helper is someone who assists you in completing a task. Adam
needs help caring for the garden and as it expands, Adam & Eve will need a lot more
help, which is going to come from being fruitful and multiplying - a key reason why
we have the two genders - male and female.

D. Who does Adam's work benefit?

Most of what we just learned fits the same lessons we have learned the last two weeks.
So now we need to ask an additional question. Who does Adam's work benefit? It
seems like Adam will get some benefit out of it. The animals will get some benefit out
of this garden since plants are their food. Eve will get some benefit out of this garden.
Their children would have gotten some benefit if they had stayed there. In other
words, Adam's work is not just to benefit himself. God did NOT design work simply
to benefit ourselves. Adam's work is meant to also benefit others. There is an
element of our work that is for the common good - our family, other people, society,
God's work, even the animals. Work is made by God for the common good. When we
work, the result of our work will help others! If you grab hold of this, it will transform
your attitude towards work whether that is chores around the home, school work,
overcoming obstacles as our bodies begin to fail, serving Jesus in the church or our
paying jobs.

My second student teaching internship was in a 5"^ grade class in a low income area.
One of the things I needed to teach the kids was math. I could have just passed out
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worksheets, done word problems and made up flin math games to reinforce their
learning. But my cooperating teacher also had recently found out that some of the
store cashiers in the area were ripping the kids off because the kids didn't know how
to apply math to money. The parents would send their kid to store with a $10 bill to
buy a pack of cigarettes for them (about $2.50) and the store cashiers would either
give them two $1 bills & two quarters or a $5 bill and a quarter & a dime as their
change (& I'm sure they would pocket the rest so it would not show up as an error).
Proving that in a court of law was impossible - so we came up with a plan to help the
common good. You look at the problems or needs around and see if any of your work
might help. We changed the lesson plans to teach math using real money. They had to
learn how to give & receive change to protect themselves from being cheated. And
because this was a poor school, we didn't real money for each of the 20 kids to use. So
we had to get more creative and did a bake sale. That gave us some change for every
kid. After 2 weeks of practice with real money, we planned a second bake sale where
they did all the collecting and making change. Now they were excitedT^hd within
another month they were competent in adding, subtracting, multiplying & dividing
real money. And they taught their brothers and sisters and friends and the scum bag

- Lrk^ storep^^e no long could swindle the kids in that area. I always was really proud of
what we did - but it was only this week that I realized how significant it was in God's
sight. How please He was! Working for the common good - using our efforts to help
others is one of the core reasons God calls us to work. And key in that is seeing needs
around us that WE can impact WITH our work.

E Luther's hidden "masks of God" (Ps 147:13, Mt 6:11)
The famous church reformer, Martin Luther, had a lot to say about work for the
common good. He said that God often uses OUR WORK to provide for other peoples'
needs. And that God actually works through us, but also stands back behind us so He
isn't seen as directly. So we become like a *^mask of God^\ Today we would say, "We
become the hands and feet of Jesus."

Take Psalm 147:13. It is a typical Biblical promise that God will protect and provide
for His people. "He [God] strengthens the bars of your gates and blesses your
people within you." So Luther asked, how can God strengthen the bars of the city -
in other words how does God provide security and safety for a city? Is it just
spiritually? Doesn't God also use workman to provide physically strong doors, hinges
and brackets for the literal gates of the city? Are not wise leaders, strong police, and
citizens who work together part of God's provision for safety and security. In other
words, God often uses the work of many people to fulfill His promise - our labors
provide for the common good and help our neighbor.

Or take the Lord's prayer! Luther commented - when we pray for our daily bread we
are praying for more than some sack of flour to miraculously show up on our counter.
We need to open up our minds and expand our thinking so that we also picture the
work of the farmers in their fields, the truck drivers who bring the grain to the mill.
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the mill workers, the makers & sellers of farm machinery, the seed producers, and the
grocery store workers - all of their efforts are a part of God's response to this
prayer. God could have created a world where He simply plopped a 5 lb bag of flour
on our counter when we pray for it - sort of like what Amazon wants to do with
drones. But God chose not to make the world that way - but God designed work to
provide for others and the common good. (Talking about work, I don't know if you
have ever thought about this, but when the early believers prayed for daily bread, they
knew they had to put work into it to mix, kneed and baking the bread out. When we
prayfor something, God is usually going to expect you to put in some work and
sacrifice).

Luther referred to all of these jobs that people do which help others receive answers to
prayer or fulfill His promises - "the masks of God". People don't directly see God
delivering it to them - they just see a human face/a mask, but God is behind the
person, plan and purpose. God uses human work to provide for the common good -
to help other people. All legitimate work has a "common good" element in it. We
want to identify, recognize and actively work towards helping others or helping the
common good in our labors. (You now know the question for adult Sunday School next
week and you are going to be encouraged & challenged by everyone's answer)

So why doesn't God just give us all we want or need directlv - why work through
other peoples' work? Luther gave this analogy to show us why God works this way.
He said parents naturally want to give their children everything they need, BUT those
same parents also want their kids to become diligent, conscientious, and responsible
people. If parents just give their kids everything, they don't naturally become diligent,
conscientious & responsible as our culture is showing us today. So instead, the parents
give their kids chores - they give them work around the house. The parents could
obviously do the chores better & faster themselves, but that would not help their
children grow in their character. So parents give children what they need - character -
through the diligent work required to do the chores assigned to them which will help
others in the family. God works through our efforts to help others in the same way.

So last month, a Pizza Hut employee in PA lost her apartment because of flooding.
This made her homeless because she didn't have enough saved for a security deposit
to get a different apartment. She was staying in a hotel with her roommate with the
help of Red Cross. But after the New Year she had now out of money for the hotel. It
is at that time that two customers eating pizzas where she worked accidently learned
of her dilemma. So they quietly gave her a $550 tip. Now she had the security deposit
to get an apartment. Through this amazing situation, her boss & co-workers learned
how serious her situation was and together they kicked in the first month's rent. What
Martin Luther is saying is that those two men, that boss and those co-workers may
actually be "masks of God" - they are HOW God worked to provide for that woman.
He was actually behind their actions - including making it possible because of
situations years before, uniquely bringing all the right people together, triggering an
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unexpected conversation, revealing things not normally shared ... and the list goes on.
Christians who are attuned to God's Spirit, willing to alter their routine and regularly
practicing generosity often look back in their life and see God did immeasurably more
than they could think or imagine though simple work actions taken for the common
good or to help someone.

II. What work can help others and do God's work? I Corinthians 7:17
Turn to I Corinthians 7:17.

A. All legitimate work

So what work can do this? Don't people whose job helps other people - like doctors
and nurses - have an advantage? What about mopping floors? How does God do great
things for the common good through that? In first Corinthians chapter 7, the apostle
Paul has been telling believers about marriage and singleness issues. Then in v 17 he
shares a principle of God and immediately applies it to a bigger area in the verses that
follow. READ V 17. It doesn't matter what their marital state, their job or social
standing is - as long as it isn't sinful, they don't need to change any of those to please
God OR be more effective Christians. All they need to do is "live as a believer" in
those situations. What work can help others, contribute to the common good and do
God's work? Ail legitimate work! That's profound and I know we don't always
believe it. Yes, my mopping grocery store floors for 3 years can be for the common
good, help others and be useful to the advancement of the Kingdom of God as long as
I live & act like a Christian there. In fact, there are a number of doctors and nurses
who are no longer doing their jobs to help someone, but just to get a paycheck or an
ego boost. The help people receive is tangential. There are lawyers who are no longer
trying to bring real justice to society, but just get a more secure retirement. There are
teachers who are just trying to make it through the day, social workers who are just
doing the minimum to get to the weekend. And you can tell by their complaining, lack
of effort, self-focus and constantly wanting more. If people in these positions, which
are more directly pictured as helping the common good, can lose this purpose of work
of helping others - imagine the rest of us! In fact, haven't many of us lost this sense of
the greater good sometime in our life as we do chores, study for tests, go through the

\ ^grind of work, serve Jesus in the church or struggle with our decaying body? Let's
regain it - let's encourage each other by telling others how we see their efforts

^ v''^helping the greater good - helping others! Let's thank God we can work in a way that
has a bigger purpose - AND NONE OF US HAVE TO CHANGE OUR WORK fO^
DO THAT] That is what God is reminding us of in this powerful verse. Remember
THar50% of the people in the Roman Empire in NT times were slaves who had no ^
choices in work and were seen as one step above an animal. This is written to them -
how much more does it apply to us today!

John Calvin wrote, "it is not enough when one can say, "oh I work, I have my
trade, I set the pace." This is not enough; for one must be concerned whether it is
good and profitable to the community and if it is able to serve our neighbors."
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ALL of our work is a way to serve God and help our neighbor. It is transformational
to keep your focus on the greater good of all your work and NEVER be envious of
what other people can do through their jobs!

B. Keeping focus on the greater purpose of our work
No one is more looked down on than the Dalits (or untouchables) in India. Their jobs
are the worst of the worse. One time, I bought a sweet in a marketplace in India - it
was very sticky and messy. When I was done I asked Nish what I should do with the
gooey paper container as there are no public garbage cans in India. He said, "Throw
it on the ground," I'm from Vermont — I can't do that — you don't throw waste on the
ground, even way out in the woods! So I go back into the little stall thinking they must
have a waste basket behind the counter. I handed it to the worker, who got up, walked
outside and threw it on the ground. I thought he misunderstood me, so I went outside,
picked it up and brought it back inside, this time trying to use sign language about
throwing it in a garbage can and not on the ground. He took it, walked outside and
threw it on the ground. Nish knew he couldn't explain this to me so he said, come
back to this place tomorrow morning before I pick you up. The next morning the areas
in front of those markets were all clean - all the garbage thrown on the ground was
swept up very early in the morning by those Dalits. They sweep the streets by hand
every morning. Society looks down on them - in fact abuses them, pays them a
pittance - yet their job is totally for the common good. If they miss a week, there are
real & major health, smell and visual problems. Imagine the difference if they could
see their work as God does? Our value does not come from Finding a prestigious job.
Our value comes by doing our cun-ent iob as a reflection of God and seeing how it
helps the common good - anyone else sees it or not!

C. The role of competence for the common good
Part of seeing how our job helps the common good deals with the role of competence.
When we do our current jobs well we do help othersT^ecause all of our work is now
inter-related. When we don't do our work well, we hinder others.

Let's take an extreme example. Some of you are old enough to remember that in 1989
United Airlines flight 811 took off from Honolulu for New Zealand. It hadn't gone far
when the forward cargo door flew open creating a huge hole in the side of the plane.
Nine passengers were immediately sucked out to their death. The two right engines
were damaged from the debris. The best gift the captain could give was his experience
and good judgment. He had to compensate for the fact engines on one side were not
working right. He had to slow down the plane so the hole wouldn't get larger - BUT
that hole had changed the dynamics of the airplane so the usual data about stall speed
was no longer relevant. Because it was a long flight he had 300,000 pounds of jet fuel.
But that was too heavy to be able to land without crushing the landing gear. The flaps
were not working right so he would have to land at a much faster speed than he
should. Everyone was dependent on him doing a competent iob. Definitely for the
common good!
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Now our jobs are not so life dependent, but if we do not do them well, it makes it
harder on other people. When we are diligent and competent in our work, others are
helped in some way.

D. The effect of the gospel on work
(had to drop because sermon to long)

III. Applying this to OUR work

A. How do your chores, efforts and service contribute to the common good?
So how do our chores, efforts and service contribute to the common good? How does
our work help other people? Martin Luther said, "God doesn't need our good works,
but our neighbor does." Take time to think about this in all the areas of your life
where you put out effort for a goal - your work at home, in the family, at school, in the
community or at a job. Don't worry about what anyone else does or how other jobs
may help the common good more - just focus on how your work helps others!

B. Are you working primarily for yourself?
And challenge yourself with the question of why you do things. Are you working
primarily for yourself? If the point of work is to serve and exalt ourselves, then our
work inevitably becomes less about the work and more about us. Our aggressiveness
will eventually become abuse, our drive will become burnout, and our self-sufficiency
will become self-loathing. BUT, if the purpose of work is to serve and exalt
something beyond ourselves - first God in how we work and then others by our work
- then we actually find more and longer lasting motivations to use our talents,
ambition, and energy on a regular basis. We will find ̂ ^reat success" regardless of
how others view us.
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