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1. About work
James,1  the Financial Controller of a medium-sized law firm, 
outlined to me what sounded like a mid-life crisis. An 
achievement-oriented man, he’d spent the first twenty years of 
his working life accruing various graduate and post-graduate 
qualifications, advancing his career and salary, and winning 
accolades from his professional body. He was active in the 
leadership of his church. But he found the ‘success’ of his 
achievements unsatisfying; he wanted to make some changes 
to ensure that the second half of his life was ‘significant’.2  Some 
had encouraged him to pursue theological study and to enter 
some form of paid Christian work — to use his leadership skills 
as a paid pastor, or even to teach other paid pastors how to run 
their churches. He’d thought about Bible college when he was 
at uni, and still felt vaguely guilty about not pursuing it. But he 
didn’t think he’d really be suited to working for a church. He 
wondered about working for a not-for-profit or a non-
governmental organization.

About work 1
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I pressed him on why he thought this would be more 
significant for Jesus’ kingdom than the work he was currently 
doing. He looked at me blankly: surely working for a non-profit 
organization would be more significant than working for a law 
firm? I asked him how he might describe the relationship 
between his Christian discipleship and his work life. “Well, that’s 
just it,” he replied, “I’m not really serving Jesus in my work. I’ve 
tried to evangelize a few colleagues, but that’s as far as it’s 
gone. I really want to make my life count for Jesus.”

James isn’t alone. For many Christians, it’s a bit of a mystery how 
to follow Jesus in the 9 to 5 (or 7 to 7). Those who are keen to 
serve God can throw themselves into any number of Bible 
studies or church committees, but doing more ‘Christian stuff’ 
doesn’t help to close the gap between Sunday morning and 
Monday morning.

That’s what this book aims to do.

Exercise
Discuss with some other people, Christian and non-Christian: 
how has the world of work changed in the time you’ve been 
working? How is it different from in your parents’ generation? 
You might want to think about such things as:
• working hours;
• pay (compared to the cost of living);
• demographic make-up of the workplace (age, gender, 

ethnicity, and so on);
• qualifications required and ongoing training expected;
• time spent within a particular company, job, or career.

2 Good Work
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Work: an unexamined obsession
It’s often said that death and taxes are life’s two certainties, but 
to these we might add work: out of work we pay our taxes, and 
the money we keep allows us both to distract ourselves from 
death, and perhaps even to delay it. Work has come to 
consume our existence: many of us work ever longer hours; our 
identity is so tied to our work that we persistently ask others, 
“So, what do you do?” This question implies that the most 
important thing about a person is their job; with this 
information we can place them in the social hierarchy. And yet 
despite the central role of work in our lives, most of us have 
done very little thinking about what it is or what it’s for. To 
borrow a phrase from the business world, we’ve spent too 
much time in work and not enough time on work. Intuitively, 
Christians understand the necessity of work (and perhaps we 
might hear the echoes of the Apostle Paul’s saying, “If a man will 
not work, he should not eat”), but we might struggle to 
articulate its value beyond the fact that it enables us to survive.

Work as heaven and work as hell

The non-Christian world tells contrasting stories about work. 
Some feel that work is merely for survival, or even that work is 
some kind of hell. For these people, the goal of life is to not 
work, expressed either in living for the weekend or in the 
dream of ‘passive income’ and an early retirement. Others see 
work as a kind of salvation: our work is our mission, our 
contribution to the world. The goal is to rise above the 
mundane in our jobs, and to do ‘important’ or ‘meaningful’ 
work. At the extreme, some idolize work: it consumes their 
waking hours, and they’ll sacrifice relationships and other 
goods on its altar.
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Intuitively, we might feel that the non-Christian world has got 
something wrong — that Christians should be distinctive in 
their work. And yet we find similar sentiments in the church, as 
people make too much or too little of work. Within the 
Christian world, we find some who have a very low view of 
work and of the created order more generally. “The world will 
soon be consumed by fire, and the only work that will last is the 
work of evangelism.” According to this schema, the primary 
place of work outside the church is to make money to pay for 
‘gospel work’ (that is, work inside the church). On the other 
hand, some almost argue that work will be the salvation of the 
world. This grows out of a high view of the ‘creation 
mandate’ (that is, Adam’s role as a worker, in which all humanity 
shares), coupled with an essential continuity between the 
current world and the new creation. For example, Darrell 
Cosden says that workers contribute “protectively and 
productively to the order of this world and the one to come.”3 
Similarly, Anthony Hoekema argues that:

The new earth which is coming will not be an absolutely new 
creation, but a renewal of the present earth … What all this 
means is that we must indeed be working for a better world 
now, that our efforts in this life toward bringing the kingdom 
of Christ to fuller manifestation are of eternal significance. 
Since even those who do not love Christ are under his control, 
we may firmly believe that products of science and culture 
produced by unbelievers may yet be found on the new 
earth.4

4 Good Work

3 Cosden, A Theology of Work: work and the new creation (Eugene: Wipf and 
Stock, 2006), 178–179; my emphasis.
4 Hoekema, The Bible and the Future (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 39.
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Our pastoral context

As we outline these extremes, we’re giving a flavour of our 
pastoral context. We hope that this book gives a broad enough 
theology of work that it’ll be applicable in many contexts. But 
we’ve also had an eye to our own peculiar circumstances, with 
their specific challenges and opportunities. We write as white-
collar Westerners. Although there’s variety in our Christian 
subculture, broadly speaking, we have more formal education 
than the national average.5  We’re fairly risk-averse, preferring the 
professions to business. The non-Christian world around us is 
likely to have too high a view of work, while many in our 
Christian world have too low a view. With this in mind, then, the 
goals of this book are:
• to provide an integrated framework for thinking about work;
• to show how work connects to the rest of life;
• to help people find and do good work to the glory of God;
• to foster a culture where Christians help one another to 

think about and actually do God-glorifying work;
• to encourage people to take risks with their work and 

wealth, for the sake of Jesus Christ’s kingdom and glory.

Reflection
Reflect on your church culture. How do people think about 
work? What does their behaviour show about their attitude to 
work?

About work 5
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Outline
To meet these goals, we’ve grounded the whole argument of 
this book in an examination what work is and what it’s for: work 
is a way for us to share our God-given gifts to do good to one 
another (chapter 2). This includes the ‘creation work’ of ordering, 
filling, subduing, and naming; the ‘fall work’ of mitigating the 
effects of sin, and; the ‘redemption work’ of prayer and speaking 
the gospel.

With this in place, we can discuss the fruit of work — our 
wealth (chapters 3–4). Money is the value of work, stored and 
made flexible. It allows us to serve people over time — our 
families, the vulnerable, and missionaries. 

Good work also needs to take place in a good context: you may 
be a good accountant, but if you’re working for the mafia, 
you’re not doing good work. Chapter 5 discusses the wider 
context into which work fits, with a particular focus on 
organizations.

Underlying all of this is the question of how our work relates to 
Jesus — that is, what difference does Jesus make to our work in 
this period between his ascension and his return (chapters 6–
7)? We argue that there’s no conflict between creation work, fall 
work, and redemption work: they’re all essential; they rely on 
each other. And when we do creation work and redemption 
work well, we provide an explained picture of the new creation.

Finally, we arrive at the worker (chapter 8). If we want to do 
good to others in our work, then we have to be competent in 
our jobs. But there’s more to being a good worker than how we 
behave in the office: if we want to be faithful disciples, we have 

6 Good Work
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to properly connect the dots between our job and the rest of 
the responsibilities God has given us.

Chapter 9 then draws various strands together to help you find 
good work. It provides a metaphor for making wise decisions 
and a set of questions to interrogate the work you’re doing 
now. We trust that it’ll help both those who are looking for new 
work and those who want to follow Jesus better in the work 
he’s already given them.

That just leaves chapter 1. The big idea here is that work is a 
form of love.

Work and love
Christians are people whom God has loved, and therefore it’s 
part of our identity to love others. As Jesus says, the greatest 
commandment is: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all 
your mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’” (Luke 10:27) 
The way that Christians love one another should distinguish us 
from the wider population: it shows that we follow Jesus. “A 
new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved 
you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will know 
that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” (John 13:34–
35) God has worked a great transformation in us: in the past, we 
were slaves to unrighteousness, hating God, loving ourselves 
more than his other creatures, darkened in our understanding, 
dead in our sins, facing wrath and condemnation. But by God’s 
gracious kindness, through the life, death, and resurrection of 
the Lord Jesus, we have been forgiven, redeemed, brought to 
life as slaves to righteousness and lovers of God, his people, and 
his world. Clearly this new identity must shape our thinking and 
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our practice in our work — the activity which occupies most of 
our lives.

Leaving aside a more detailed definition of work until the next 
chapter, let’s notice for the moment that work involves a 
number of responsibilities for both tasks and relationships.6  This 
flows out of God’s design for humanity:

Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our 
likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the 
birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, 
and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”

So God created mankind in his own image, 
    in the image of God he created them;
    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 in 
the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature 
that moves on the ground.” (Genesis 1:26–28)

Notice that embedded in God’s words here are responsibilities 
for both task and relationship. We’re relational because we’re 
created in the image of a relational God (“Let us…”). And 
together, in and through relationships, humanity can perform 
the tasks God has set — of ruling, being fruitful, multiplying, 
subduing, and having dominion over the earth.

In Genesis 2, this relational aspect is magnified: God makes it 
explicit that Adam couldn’t achieve these tasks by himself. In 
the midst of a “very good” creation (Genesis 1:31), God declares 
that it was “not good for the man to be alone” (2:18). He requires 
“a helper” to carry out God’s commission — a person whom 
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7 of Ash, Marriage: sex in the service of God (Leicester: IVP, 2003).
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God soon provides. And God himself blesses them, giving them 
the ability to carry out what he has commanded.

In an individualistic culture consumed with self-promotion, 
where we might be nervous to help others lest the glory go to 
them, we need to hear again God’s insistence that we are 
dependent not only on him, but also on one another:

Two are better than one, because they have a good return for 
their labour: If either of them falls down, one can help the 
other up. But pity anyone who falls and has no one to help 
them up. Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm. 
But how can one keep warm alone? Though one may be 
overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three 
strands is not quickly broken. (Ecclesiastes 4:9–12)

So while we might draw some distinctions between tasks and 
relationships, they’re intertwined. This isn’t to say that all tasks 
are equally relational: if my wife says that she’d like to spend 
some time with me, she’s more likely to want us to have a 
coffee than to change a lightbulb together. But we know that 
performing tasks together is a way of building relationships. I 
teach English; in my school, there are over twenty teachers in 
the staffroom, but I’ve only become friends with those with 
whom I’ve shared a class: working together (rather than just 
sharing a staffroom) creates the context for closer relationship. 
Similarly, I was once assigned the task of helping to run a youth 
group, and I groaned inwardly when I learnt who the co-leader 
was: we didn’t click at all. But over nine months of working and 
praying together for that group, we became good friends.

So tasks can help generate closer relationships, but it works the 
other way as well: close relationships generate and require any 
number of tasks. Think of all the tasks a parent must perform to 
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keep their children alive, let alone bring them up in the 
instruction and fear of the Lord.

Ways of loving: loving many people in a few ways, and a 
few people in many ways

As we said, Christians are to love — that is, to be sacrificially 
committed to the good of others. There are numerous reasons 
for this. Firstly, this is what we’re called to do: we’ve been saved 
from evil and self-destruction for good (Ephesians 2:8–10; Titus 
2:11–14). The story of Jesus’ death and resurrection on our 
behalf isn’t just a story of how he saved us and of what it cost 
him; it’s also a story of what he saved us from and what he’s 
saved us for. Secondly, loving others is the instinctive and 
natural response to having received grace and love ourselves. 
We love because he first loved us (1  John 4:7–21). Thirdly, in 
case our hearts should be tempted to be beneficiaries of love 
but not lovers ourselves, God commands us to love. And so, as 
people distinguished by love, we should see ‘love’ as the 
summary description of the various responsibilities and roles in 
our life. But the details and shape of that love will vary.

Although our commitment to love others shouldn’t vary from 
one circumstance to the next, the way we love does. The 
distinction we drew between tasks and relationships helps us 
to notice the different ways we might be required to love. We’re 
called to love with an emphasis sometimes more on 
relationship (for example, husband, mother), and sometimes 
more on task (for example, builder, writer). Where the emphasis 
falls on task, we get to love many people in a few ways; where 
the emphasis falls on relationship, we get to love a few people 
in many ways.

10 Good Work
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For most of us, our work consists in loving many people in a 
few ways. A writer, for example, may get to love thousands of 
people in the one way of them reading her book. There’s no 
limit to the number of people she could bless in this way. But 
there is a limit to the number of ways she can love her readers 
— she isn’t going to mow their lawns, nor cook them meals 
when they’re ill. In contrast, a father loves a few people (his 
family) in many ways. Here, there’s no limit to the number of 
ways that such love is expressed, nor to the extent to which he 
might love. But because of our human limitations, this kind of 
deep, sacrificial, and multifaceted love can only be extended to 
a small number of people. (After all, Jesus himself had only 
twelve close disciples, and a band of three within that group.)

There are limitations to this categorization of love. Even for 
those whom we love closely, there are some ways we can’t love 
them (such as giving them heart surgery or teaching them 
higher-level calculus), though we may still take responsibility for 
ensuring that someone loves them in those ways. Similarly, even 
task-focused forms of love can be limited in number: there are 
only so many pairs of glasses an optometrist can prescribe in a 
week; there are only so many students one can teach effectively 
in a year, and so on.

Moreover, some work doesn’t fit neatly into either camp. For 
example, those who care for children full time don’t seem to 
have a ‘love the many’ role. Rather, the shape of their lives 
means that they often have more time for relationships 
(particularly with others who work in the home), and so we 
might say that they can love a few more people in even more 
ways. Further, some love is simply serendipitous: we come 
across someone in an emergency, for example, and we love 
them however we can in whatever way is required. In these 
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cases, the key determiner is neither the relationship nor the 
task, but the circumstances.

Nevertheless, these categories of ‘love the few’ and ‘love the 
many’ allow us to see how work and relationships are 
connected to one another, and how they are both connected 
to love. Therefore this book doesn’t have a separate chapter on 
work and relationships; rather, we’ll show in each chapter how 
work and relationships are interconnected. Correspondingly, as 
we think about what it means to work outside Eden (where 
work comes full of opportunities to sin and be sinned against, 
and where there’s much that’s ‘not good’), there’s not a separate 
chapter on work and sin; rather, each chapter shows some of 
the ways that sin is present in various aspects of work. For 
example, we’ll discuss greed when we talk about money, the 
abuse of authority when we talk about the context of work, and 
meaningless work when we talk about the good of work itself.

It’s important, then, to state at the outset that work is one way 
for us to love others — not just our colleagues, but also our 
clients, suppliers, and communities. As the next few chapters 
show, the ex t raord inar y interconnec tedness and 
interdependence of our world mean that the tendrils of our 
work stretch far into others’ lives and intertwine us. So we must 
ensure that our work does good, not harm.

Reflection
Discuss with others in your Christian community:
• Whom do you love in a few ways? How?
• Whom do you love in many ways? How?
• How is your work an expression of love?

12 Good Work
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2. The good of work itself
Reflection
“You should get the job which pays the most money for the 
fewest hours, so that you can do as much ministry as possible.”

What do you make of this advice?

The story of work
If I forget to set my alarm for the morning, I’m woken up by one 
of my daughters. I get out of bed and walk to the far end of the 
house to have a shower. I dress, then check the fridge for milk, 
the cupboard for bread, the basket for fruit, and the third 
drawer for snacks. As we live close to shops, we tend not to 
panic if we run out of such daily necessities; rather, I’ll duck out 
to pick up whatever’s lacking for breakfast and the kids’ lunches. 
This involves a walk to a supermarket for bread, to the grocer’s 
for fruit, and sometimes to a café to pick up takeaway coffees 
for my wife and me: three shops in about fifteen minutes. And 
then I return home to help get breakfast ready and get the kids 
to school. Sometimes they walk, and sometimes I drive them. 
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Then I head off to work, sometimes to an office a few suburbs 
away, or sometimes to a nearby café, to get some writing done. 
(I’m sitting in a café this morning.)

There’s nothing remarkable about this morning, and yet I 
couldn’t have done it without the work of thousands of people 
— probably tens of thousands, and possibly hundreds of 
thousands. I wake up in a bed I didn’t make, in sheets I didn’t 
sew. I didn’t produce the raw materials; I didn’t process them; I 
don’t own the shop where they were bought, and; in the case 
of the bed, at least, I needed help to get it into the house. As I 
go to the shower, I’m walking on floorboards I neither laid nor 
polished (though I have swept them). I didn’t grow the wood 
from which they were crafted; I didn’t cut the tree or fashion 
the timber; nor did I transport them or sell them. And these 
floorboards are in a house I didn’t build, owned by someone 
else, and rented to me through an agent. While in the shower, I 
benefit from water piped from somewhere, heated by 
electricity generated somewhere, most likely fired by coal 
(which alone involves the work of thousands). And as I drink my 
coffee, I try to imagine how many people’s labour it involves. 
Someone grew it, someone harvested it, someone transported 
it, someone imported it, someone roasted it, someone 
distributed it, someone set up a café (in a building, owned by 
someone, rented though someone), and then a barista made it 
for me, using piped water and an electric machine, which itself 
was also made, transported, imported, distributed, sold, and 
repaired. And the barista’s been trained: he’s using techniques 
developed by others. And so the morning continues: simple 
acts requiring the work of thousands of people.

But I didn’t just benefit from the invisible work behind the 
visible work. I also benefited from a whole lot of completely 

14 Good Work

Review copy only. Please don't redistribute



invisible work. For example, as I left the house, I didn’t walk 
through a pile of rubbish, because someone had cleared it; 
before that, someone had organized to clear it, funded it, 
passed legislation enabling funds to be raised, and so on. 
Similarly, I didn’t fear for my life: I experienced the fruit of 
legislators, public servants, and police.

All this before I checked e-mail and started writing on a 
computer.

Reflection
• What is work?
• What is it for?

A definition of work
There’s no one verse in the Bible which we can cite as a 
definition of work. Rather, it seems to be a ‘bundle-concept’. We 
recognize a bundle-concept when we have an idea of 
something, but we find it hard to articulate concisely. If you find 
yourself saying, “I can’t exactly explain what it is, but I know it 
when I see it,” it’s likely that you’re describing a bundle-concept. 
The archetypal bundle-concept is that of a ‘game’. Try as we 
might, we can’t come up with a tight definition of the word 
‘game’. There’s just not enough common ground between 
Scrabble and pole-vaulting and Ring a Ring o’ Roses and poker 
to come up with one single definition that locates an essential 
core of ‘gameness’. And yet, while there may be some 
borderline instances, we’re all able to identify what’s a game 
and what isn’t. Even if we can’t articulate a definition, we’re able 
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to use the word correctly.7  So it is with ‘work’: it’s difficult to peg 
it out precisely, but there are some useful boundaries and 
contours we can provide. As we move towards a definition of 
work, we’ll need some theological concepts and some real-
world observations. Here’s the summary first, which the rest of 
the chapter defends: work is a set of tasks and responsibilities 
through which we do good to others, sharing the gifts God has 
given us in creation.8

Creation, fall, redemption

As we explored briefly in the previous chapter, work originally 
flows out of creation: it’s part of God’s “very good” world. God 
places Adam in the garden and calls him to work (Genesis 2:15): 
God gives Adam the responsibility for a certain set of tasks. He’s 
a human and a gardener who fills, subdues, tends, keeps, rules, 
names, and orders God’s good world. This first work of 
gardening teaches us something about work in general.9  A 
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7 The notion of a bundle-concept appears in various philosophers’ works, but the 
example of a game comes from Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (trans. 
Anscombe; Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 3. For an introduction to Wittgenstein’s 
thought, I recommend Ray Monk’s biography, Ludwig Wittgenstein: the duty of 
genius (London: Jonathan Cape, 1990).
8 This is close to — and partly reliant on — Cameron, Joined-up life: a Christian 
account of how ethics works (Nottingham: IVP, 2011), 270–271. In his excellent 
chapter on work, Cameron writes that one of the primary outcomes of work is to 
understand, use, and care for the created order. And this necessarily involves 
others: “once we’ve watched, learnt from, ordered and reordered creation, we’re 
in a position to share God’s good gifts to promote communities where people 
care for each other.” (emphasis original) Cameron describes this as a 
development of Oliver O’Donovan’s thought that society consists in sharing or 
‘communicating goods to one another’, in The Ways of Judgment: the Bampton 
lectures, 2003 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), chapter 14.
9 This theme is important for Tim Keller. See, for example, ‘Work: Cultivating the 
Garden’, session 6 in Gospel in Life. Related resources are freely available at 
http://gospelinlife.com/resources.php
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gardener doesn’t ignore the raw materials of creation: he 
doesn’t raze a site and concrete it. But nor does he leave the 
materials untended. Rather, he takes what God has created and 
he reorders it: he fashions it into something beautiful or useful, 
or both. It’s not an act of new creation — that’s God’s work 
alone — but of new and imaginative ordering. A lot of good 
work today is like this: shaping the abundance of creation into 
useful objects — turning trees into houses, wild plants into 
tended crops, iron ore and carbon into electricity pylons, and so 
on.

But creation isn’t our only reference-point: we also live under 
the reality of the fall. Therefore much of our work flows out not 
just from the call to fill and subdue, but from the challenge to 
tend and steward in a fallen world. Sometimes Genesis 3 can 
lead people to think that work is no longer good — that it’s 
cursed and fallen. Notice, though, that God curses the ground in 
verse 17: he tells Adam that his work would now involve 
“painful toil” and the ground would produce “thorns and 
thistles” (Genesis 3:17–19). Work will now be hard, but not 
worthless. We should expect frustration, difficulty, and boredom 
in our work. Computers crash, fan-belts fray, children whinge, 
and things just don’t turn out like we thought they would. But 
our work itself is still good.

At the same time, the fall opens up new opportunities for good 
work. If the world hadn’t fallen, we wouldn’t need locksmiths, 
police, marriage counsellors, doctors, or dentists, for example. 
But preventing or restraining evil, facilitating reconciliation, and 
treating sickness are now good work: these are ways of 
relieving some effects of the fall and restoring order. We might 
call this ‘fall work’.
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The fall also means that we face temptations not to do good in 
our work. Some of these temptations are generic: managers 
may be tempted to bully; employees may be tempted to 
undermine their bosses; spouses may be tempted to have an 
affair with a colleague. Some temptations are more specific to 
certain jobs, because of the particular opportunities to sin: cash 
businesses (e.g. cleaning, plumbing) may be tempted to dodge 
taxes; service providers (e.g. web developers; salespeople; real 
estate agents) may be tempted to lie to their clients.

But we don’t just live under the influence of the fall: we have 
the firstfruits of redemption. We live this side of the resurrection 
of Jesus and the outpouring of his Spirit; we’re waiting for him 
to return and complete his work of redemption as he brings in 
a new creation. While we wait, we affirm God’s very good 
creation, enjoying it and working in it as his Spirit-filled image-
bearers. And so we also have opportunities for a ‘redemption’ 
kind of work, including:
• praying;
• explaining the creation to others (so that they can 

understand how it’s both very good and fallen, and that 
God has more in store);

• proclaiming the Lordship of Jesus, urging others to follow 
him, and mitigating the effects of the fall as we call for 
repentance from sin.

Of course, these categories aren’t neat. For example, while we 
might say that farming is ‘creation work’, it takes place in the 
context of thorns, thistles, and frayed fan-belts. Further, all our 
work should be suffused with the reality of redemption: the 
person who does ‘creation work’ or ‘fall work’ does so in such a 
way as to provide a glimpse of redemption, and also to create 
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conditions for ‘redemption work’. (We’ll explore this more fully 
in chapters 6–7.)

Reflection
Think about your work. Can you identify aspects of ‘creation 
work’, ‘fall work’, and ‘redemption work’ in it?

Work and (spiritual) gifts

We worship a God who’s a generous giver; he’s generous to us, 
and he teaches us to be generous to others. This means that 
our gifts aren’t just a blessing to us; we should also use them to 
be a blessing to others. The Holy Spirit enables us to do this: as 
God comes to dwell in us by his Spirit, he gives us a new life. 
Our old way of life was self-serving and self-glorifying, but in 
Christ and by the power of his Spirit, we’re freed to serve God, 
his people, and his world, for his glory. This isn’t just something 
that happens for a few hours on a Sunday: our whole lives are a 
“spiritual act of worship” (Romans 12:1). This includes our work.

What I contribute to work is often what’s unusual or special 
about me — the gifts that God has given me in particular. And 
for Christians, this includes our spiritual gifts. For “to each one 
the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common 
good.” (1 Corinthians 12:7) Now, it might be argued that in the 
context of 1 Corinthians 12, ‘spiritual gifts’ are given for building 
up the body — that is, other believers. And indeed, that’s what 
we’d always thought: spiritual gifts are what we use in church; 
in the world we use natural gifts. But as we’ve examined the 
Scriptures and thought through the implications, we’ve 
changed our mind: we now think all gifts are in a sense 
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‘spiritual’. The reasons for this are theological, textual, and 
practical.

Exercise
Much of what follows relies on Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 12, 
and 1 Peter 4. You may wish to pause and read these chapters, 
asking:
• What gifts are described here?
• What are these gifts for?
• Who’s blessed by these gifts?

Theologically, it’s in our whole lives that we “live by the Spirit”, 
“walk by the Spirit”, or are “led by the Spirit” (Romans 8:9–14; 
Galatians 5:16–26). It’s not simply in ‘religious’ settings that we’re 
“filled with the Spirit”, but in the details of everyday life — as we 
submit to authority in our homes and workplaces, for example 
(Ephesians 5:18–6:9). It’s true that some of the gifts we find 
listed in Scripture appear upon or after conversion — speaking 
in tongues or prophecy, for example.10  Others, however, such as 
administration, helps, or acts of mercy, aren’t generally novel 
gifts: upon regeneration, I don’t suddenly become better 
organized. Rather, such gifts would seem to be ‘natural’ 
tendencies — given by God — which are sanctified by the Holy 
Spirit. (They may or may not be enhanced by him.) That is, 
imagine I was an operations manager before I met Jesus: I was 
a really good administrator, but I wasn’t using this God-given 
gift to serve him. Having come to Christ, however, by the power 
of the Spirit I’m enabled to use this gift to serve Jesus — not 
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just when creating church rosters, but in my continuing work as 
an operations manager, where I now work “as for the Lord”. I 
may not be a better administrator, and my job itself might not 
have changed. But now I recognize that my skills are God-given 
gifts and that they can be used for his glory rather than mine. 
Therefore they’re made holy — used in serving God — and this 
may well shape the way that I use them and the way that I carry 
out my work. On this understanding, all our work is spiritual; all 
the gifts we use to bless others are spiritual gifts.

As we look at the text of Scripture, we find that 1 Peter supports 
this view that all our gifts are spiritual, regardless of the context 
in which they’re exercised. Peter claims that we as “living stones 
are being built up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, 
to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 
Christ”. We don’t exercise our spiritual, priestly duties simply in a 
religious setting, but out in the everyday world. When Peter 
spells out the concrete implications of being a holy priesthood, 
he says that we should “keep [our] conduct among the Gentiles 
honourable…be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human 
institution”, and so on (1 Peter 2:1–18, ESV).

Part of our priestly service involves using the gifts God has 
given us “to serve others, as faithful stewards of God’s grace in 
its various forms” (4:10). Again, it’s impossible to distinguish in 
1  Peter 4 any difference between ‘natural’ gifts and ‘spiritual’ 
gifts. We can’t say that gifts become ‘spiritual’ just because we’re 
using them in a church setting. Consider “one who speaks the 
oracles of God” (verse 11, ESV). If someone is really good at 
talking about Jesus and persuading others (under the 
sovereign work of the Spirit, of course), are they exercising a 
spiritual gift when speaking to Christians, but merely practising 
confident communication when talking to an unbeliever? Or is 
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an hospitable person exercising a spiritual gift only when being 
hospitable to believers? The very notion of ‘hospitality’ implies 
loving an outsider or a stranger. These observations from the 
text of 1 Peter seem to collapse any meaningful distinction 
between ‘spiritual gifts’ and ‘natural gifts’.

And in fact, as we soon as we think it through practically, this 
distinction doesn’t make much sense. Our lives aren’t neatly 
delineated into ‘church’ and ‘world’: in fact, we should hope that 
any such boundaries be porous and transparent. We want to 
invite unbelievers into Christian friendships so that both see 
and benefit from the love of Jesus in action among his Spirit-
filled people. Miroslav Volf explains:

…using individual charisms [i.e. ‘gifts’] as examples, it would 
not be difficult to show the impossibility of consistently 
limiting the operation of charisms to the Christian church. The 
whole purpose of the gift of an evangelist (see Ephesians 
4:11), for instance, is to relate the gospel to non-Christians. To 
take another example, it would be artificial to understand 
contributing to the needs of the destitute (see Romans 12:8) 
as charisma when exercised in relation to Christians but as 
simple benevolence when exercised in relation to non-
Christians. As the firstfruits of salvation, the Spirit of Christ is 
not only active in the Christian fellowship, but also desires to 
make an impact on the world through the fellowship. All 
functions of the fellowship — whether directed inward to the 
Christian community or outward to the world — are the 
result of the operation of the Spirit of God and are thus 
charismatic.11

Work is done for others and with others

As we continue to develop a definition of work, let’s notice that 
work is done for others, and often with others. The story which 
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opens this chapter illustrates how in our work we can love 
many people in a few ways. We might press this idea a little 
farther and say that work allows us to share God’s good gifts 
and create communities of mutual care.12  As humans, we 
depend on one another, and work is a key way for us to care for 
one another. This mutual care must be part of how we reflect 
the image of our triune God. Work may well be good for the 
worker (because that’s part of God’s created design for us), but 
it must also good for others.

This relational aspect also influences our workflow. If work is for 
others and a means of showing love, then it must involve 
commitment and responsibility: we have to perform an 
identifiable set of tasks for others’ good. There are things that 
have to be done, and done in a certain timeframe, and done 
with a certain consistency.

Further, work is purposeful. In our work, we serve others in a 
specific way. We’re supposed to achieve something with our 
‘identifiable set of tasks’. Knowing what we’re achieving can be 
complicated in a world of mass manufacturing. In examining 
the production of a new line of biscuits, Alain de Botton 
observes:

The real issue is not whether baking biscuits is meaningful, 
but the extent to which the activity can seem to be so after it 
has been continuously stretched and subdivided across five 
thousand lives and half a dozen different manufacturing 
sites…It is surely significant that the adults who feature in 
children’s books are rarely, if ever, Regional Sales Managers or 
Building Services Engineers. They are shopkeepers, builders, 
cooks or farmers — people whose labour can easily be linked 
to the visible betterment of human life. As creatures innately 
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aware of balance and proportion, we cannot help but sense 
that something is awry in a job title like ‘Brand Supervision 
Co-ordinator, Sweet Biscuits’.13

Of course, many people around the world have boring work — 
menial or repetitive tasks that they must perform in order to 
survive. But there’s a difference between ‘boring’ and ‘soul-
destroying’. The rice farmer who daily spends ten or twelve stiff 
and sodden hours in a paddy may well get bored, but he can 
see the benefit of his labour. In contrast, it seems inhumane 
that a factory worker should spend ten or twelve hours gluing 
label number 2X4B-523P onto packets of screws.

As an aside, the relational nature of work might be one reason 
not to despise the operation of markets. That is, part of how we 
can determine whether or not work is good is by seeing if other 
people find it good — if they’re actually being loved, if they 
have any use for the good gifts that we want to share. The 
market can help us diagnose our work’s effectiveness: if no one 
wants our work, then perhaps it’s not good work.

We have to be careful with this observation, however. On the 
one hand, the fact that there’s a market for a product doesn’t 
make it good — our fallen and disordered desires mean that 
we’ll readily consume evil or trivial products. Similarly, we 
shouldn’t dismiss a product if there’s no immediate or obvious 
interest in it. It may simply be that more people need to find 
out about the product. It may be that the potential of the 
product isn’t understood. (Tech industries have numerous 
examples of this, from investors who refused to buy Google for 
a mere $1 million, to pundits who pooh-poohed the first 
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iPhone.) Or it may be that there’s not a market right here and 
now, but there would be in another time or place. We’re free to 
experiment and see if something is going to be found useful. 
By definition, any innovative work faces this challenge, and 
given that ‘creativity’ tends to feature in a theology of work, we 
should expect to innovate often and with mixed results. 
Further, this is why we shouldn’t despise sales and marketing 
per se. Although there’s no shortage of corrupt marketing, good 
marketing alerts us to blessings we’d otherwise ignore.

Work, time, and money

Work requires energy and time. In general, we have to put effort 
into work — not just because of the fall, but because it’s part of 
the nature of work. And this effort of work takes up most of our 
week. This isn’t surprising, given that we’re called to work six 
days and rest one. And so some Christians have argued that our 
culture is indulgent with its normal pattern of being employed 
five days a week, not six. But this concern tends to reduce ‘work’ 
just to ‘formally paid work’, ignoring the fact that many of us 
take on volunteer responsibilities, and that basic operating in 
life involves a whole lot of unpaid work (running a household, 
paying bills and taxes, fixing things, cooking, washing, and so 
on). It further ignores the difference oil and electricity have 
made to how much we can work. If you’re working five days a 
week for an employer, it’s highly likely that you have at least six 
days’ worth of responsibilities.

If we spend most of our week working for others, we’ll also 
need a way to sustain ourselves. And so work is often paid. That 
is, there are people who need the work we do enough to pay 
for it. There are some notable exceptions to workers being paid, 
such as those who spend the bulk of their week looking after 
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their own children. Some people who are seeking paid work 
might do real (but unpaid) work while they look. In addition, 
there are those who don’t need to work to survive, but choose 
to take on responsibilities to serve others. This might include 
retirees who haven’t adopted the cultural view that the goal of 
life is to not work: perhaps they can’t do as much as they used 
to, but they can still do good and valuable work as they serve 
Jesus, his people, and his world.

Work, jobs, and careers

Finally, over time, our work might take on the shape of a career. 
As discussed, we share our gifts — we share what we’re good at 
— in our work. Not all gifting is purely natural: it’s the product 
of talent and training, a set of skills and experiences. This may 
be one reason to value not just jobs, but careers. When I was at 
university, I was actively discouraged from thinking about a 
career: “Christians should merely have jobs,” I was told. But this 
advice failed to distinguish between a career (a set of jobs with 
a progression built in, where the skills and experience I develop 
over time allow me to grow in the ways I can bless others) and 
what we might call careerism (a commitment to a career above 
all other responsibilities — a way of defining my identity and of 
garnering status). On the one hand, a career is the way some 
jobs inevitably express themselves: some jobs require a body of 
knowledge and experience; some jobs have an identifiable 
pathway for acquiring that knowledge. Professions such as 
medicine and engineering are obvious examples, but similar 
observations apply to managers in any kind of organization. 
(With the pace of technological innovation, many ‘careers’ are 
far more loosely defined, and more people will have jobs that 
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didn’t exist five years ago.) On the other hand, careerism is a 
form of idolatry.

The good of work itself
Work itself, other work, and relationships

There are different types of work which yield different kinds of 
good. And the good that work can achieve goes beyond the 
work itself — the money we earn, for example. But before we 
get to the fruit of work, we have to ask about the work itself: 
what good does it achieve? Whom does it serve? How?

The good that work achieves may be multi-layered. It’s not true 
of all work, but often the good of work can be thought of in 
three ways: the good it achieves directly; the further work it 
enables, and; opportunities it creates for growing relationships.

Firstly and most directly, we see the value of work when 
something good is achieved in the world: a coffee is made, a 
street is swept, hair is cut, clothes are stitched, accounts are 
balanced, and so on. Secondly, a lot of work creates the 
opportunity for further work: the café enables a business 
meeting; the haircut, a job interview, and so on. Some work 
creates countless further opportunities: energy production, 
telecommunications, road-building, freight, and so on. Finally, 
work also benefits relationships. Of course, work is often done 
in the context of relationships with colleagues, suppliers, and 
clients (see chapter 5), but more than this, the work itself has an 
impact on relationships. Consider dentistry, for example. Fixing 
teeth is clearly a good thing in itself: some of the consequences 
of the fall have been mitigated for a time (though never long 
enough, it seems). Further, having my teeth fixed allows me to 
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get on with my work — something I can’t easily do when I’m in 
agony. And good dentistry also facilitates other relationships. 
Quite apart from any friendship I may enjoy with my dentist, 
her serving me through fixing my teeth has an impact on all my 
relationships: when my teeth hurt, I’m not very pleasant, and I 
struggle to serve others. Once my teeth are fixed, I’m much 
better able to relate, to listen, to speak, and to serve.

Most work is like this. The barista serves me by making a great 
coffee, but often I have coffee with someone else: the direct 
good of making coffee also creates conditions in which I can 
build relationships. Similarly, the mechanic who fixes my car is 
bringing order to the world — good work in itself. And in 
addition, being able to drive allows me both to do work and to 
build relationships.

As we come to assess the good of work, then, we can use these 
criteria: What good is achieved in the world? What 
opportunities does it create for further work? What impact does 
it have on relationships? These criteria might help us cut across 
our cultural prejudice against blue-collar and retail jobs: we 
need all kinds of work, and all kinds of work allow people to 
share God’s good gifts with others.14

Our hope is that this book will help Christians be better able to 
identify and do good work. Of course, determining the specific 
job you should take or the career you should pursue will 
depend on a number of things — the money it pays, the 
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workplace it occurs in, how it witnesses to the future, and 
whether or not you’re suited to it. (We’ll discuss these things 
throughout the book and draw them together in chapter 9.) 
Having said this, however, we must start with an assessment of 
whether and in what ways a particular kind of work itself is 
good. We’ve put an exercise at the end of the chapter to help 
you do just that, but it’s worth pausing to notice the various 
ways that we fail to assess the goodness of work.

When we fail to assess the goodness of work

We noted above that it’s still possible to do good work, even 
though we live in a fallen world. We emphasize this because in 
our context, some argue that, given the effects of the fall and 
the coming judgment, all work is ‘not good‘ or ‘meaningless’ — 
the only worthwhile pursuit is gospel proclamation. It’s true 
that all work has complications because of the fall, and of 
course it’s possible to do bad work. But it doesn’t necessarily 
follow then that all work is ‘not good’. If we think that the only 
truly meaningful activity is evangelism, then all other work is 
merely a means to an end — you work to survive, and you work 
to pay for gospel ministry. Proponents of this view measure the 
value of work by its utility: how much money it makes, or how 
many obvious evangelistic opportunities it presents. Now, it’s 
good that work should be paid (see chapters 3–4), and it’s 
wonderful when work creates opportunities for us to explain to 
others how good it is to follow Jesus (see chapters 5 and 6–7). 
But these are by-products of work; they don’t allow us to 
interrogate the good of work itself. It’s possible to earn a lot of 
money and have evangelistic opportunities in a job that 
doesn’t do any good — managing a casino, for example. As 
Christians, we’re called to do actual good, not just to live off the 
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fruit of what may or may not be good. We’re called in 
everything to work “as for the Lord” and in his name (Colossians 
3:17, 22–24), to worship him in every aspect of our lives 
(Romans 12:1). So our work itself isn’t morally neutral terrain, as 
if the bulk of our waking lives were of no consequence to God.

If we fail to assess whether work is good in itself, we’re 
susceptible to several other errors:
• We assess work either by the status it brings, or by the form 

it appears in. So we privilege work done in a not-for-profit 
context more than a for-profit context. But the context 
doesn’t determine the value of the work: a for-profit 
business may do good, and a not-for-profit may not.

• We assess work according to the lifestyle it affords. For 
example, some shift-workers talk about a prejudice against 
their work in the Christian subculture. It’s true that shift-work 
presents some challenges for managing responsibilities 
outside work. Since some church subcultures seem to 
measure commitment to Christ by involvement in formal 
and structured ministries, this poses difficulties for the shift-
worker: if I can only make it every other Sunday, does this 
mean I’m sitting loose to the gospel? But if discipleship and 
mission pervade our whole life, missing out on any given 
formal programme isn’t so important. In fact, shift-work 
might provide some unusual opportunities, because you’re 
free at times of the day when most others aren’t. In any case, 
a lot of shift-work is extremely valuable to our society, and 
so it’s precisely the kind of work we should rejoice in 
Christians doing.

• We don’t look for or notice how different people’s work is 
interconnected — how we rely on one another. This might 
lead us to privilege work which is visible rather than 
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invisible, and to prefer dealing with crises rather than 
preventing them. (Perhaps this is what allows us to think of 
‘gospel work’ as a category distinct from the rest of life. But 
almost all witness to Jesus happens in the context of 
relationships, and relationships are multi-faceted. Often we 
get to bear witness to Jesus by virtue of sharing such things 
as work projects or hobbies.)

• We may not adequately sympathize with or assist our 
brothers and sisters as they talk about the difficulty of 
certain work. It’s easy to say that all work is marked by the 
fall, without distinguishing between that which is marked 
by the fall, but still good, and that which is altogether more 
sinister.

• We can’t properly analyse why some people idolize their 
work. I’ve heard a number of sermons say that work is 
drudgery, but this doesn’t seem to line up with the 
experience of the listeners. Examining what’s good in work 
can allow us to see what’s been perverted in the heart of 
the idolater — that is, which ‘good thing’ has become a ‘god 
thing’. It could be the relationships, the achievement, the 
sense of making a difference in the world, and so on.

• We fail to notice ‘hidden’ evil — that is, evil that resides not 
in a simple command broken (say, in a brothel), but in 
something more complicated, such as evil in the way the 
work is done (e.g. with oppressive management or 
nonchalant pollution), evil in the way suppliers or workers 
are treated (e.g. sweatshops), evil in the way the product is 
marketed (e.g. through lust or deceit), or perhaps evil in the 
way the whole system operates together.

The good of work itself 31



Exercise
1. Reflect on some work from which you’ve benefited in the 

last week or two:
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2. Reflect on your own work:
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3. The fruit of work: what 
wealth is

Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 
(Luke 12:34)

No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the one 
and love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and 
despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money.
(Luke 16:13)

Woe to you who are rich. (Luke 6:24)

Reflection
What’s money? What’s it for?

We can’t spend long examining work before our thoughts turn 
to money — one of the fruits of work. Many Christians have an 
uneasy relationship with money: on the one hand, we know 
Jesus’ warnings about worshipping money; on the other, many 
of us seem to have rather a lot of it. To resolve this tension, 
some of us just deny that we’re wealthy. Others avoid thinking 
much at all about how to please Jesus with our money. But it’s 
very hard for us to ignore money altogether, as our whole 
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culture incessantly encourages us to get more of it, to spend 
more of it, to rely more on it for a secure future. Chapters 3 and 
4, then, explore how to glorify God with our wealth. They cover 
what money is and what it’s for.

Wealth is the value of work, stored and 
made flexible
In broad terms, money — and so wealth — is the value of 
work, stored and made flexible. Money’s powerful because it 
can buy work: if you have money, you can get people to do 
work for you. With enough money, you can have people grow 
your food, cook your food, make your clothes, fix your cars, 
build your houses, educate your children, and so on. Money 
allows us to store up this work-purchasing power and to use it 
flexibly. For example, I teach English to adults who speak other 
languages. This is a way of doing good to people. A few weeks 
ago, I needed to get my computer fixed. But the computer 
technician didn’t need lessons in basic English, so I couldn’t 
swap an English lesson for computer repair. Rather, when I 
teach English, I get some money from students in exchange for 
my work. I gave some of that money to the computer 
technician in exchange for his work. So through money, the 
value of the work I do for certain people at one time can be 
transformed into work that other people will do for me at 
another time.

Although there’s a link between money and work, it’s not a 
strict correspondence. We said in the previous chapter that 
work should be good in itself. Not all good work is paid work, 
and not everything that generates money is good work. For 
example, most parents don’t get paid for the good work of 
raising their children; meanwhile, a drug dealer may generate a 
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lot of money, but his activities aren’t ‘work’ in a theological 
sense: they don’t bring order to the creation, nor are they a 
blessing to anyone. (Indeed, we might also put some legal jobs 
in this same category: certain forms of advertising, for example, 
exist to excite dissatisfaction and ungodly desires. It’s perfectly 
legal and you can get paid for it, but you won’t be doing good 
work.)

Further, there’s sometimes a discrepancy between the value of 
the goodness of work and the value of its remuneration. For 
example, Australians will often say that teachers and nurses are 
underpaid: they do work which has a high social value but 
relatively low salary. In contrast, we might be sceptical about 
the hundreds of dollars paid to a medical specialist for a ten-
minute consultation, or about bankers who receive bonuses 
despite driving their organizations — and the whole economy 
— nearly to ruin.15  In such cases, the problem isn’t the money 
itself, but the valuation of the work.

In addition, wealth doesn’t store the value of work perfectly. The 
value of money itself changes within a single economy through 
inflation and across multiple economies through exchange 
rates. Likewise, the monetary value of assets such as property 
(and other less liquid forms of work-storage) can fluctuate in a 
way that isn’t directly related to their usefulness: a house is just 
as useful as accommodation from one month to the next, 
irrespective of how its price might be affected by a real estate 
boom or slump.
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15 As an aside, the global financial crisis also illustrates that you can’t forever 
make money out of nothing — there has to be objectively good work behind it. 
We should be wary of ‘wealth-creation’ strategies that do no concrete good to 
anyone.
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But in general terms, it makes sense to think of wealth as the 
value of work, stored and made flexible. Recognizing this, we 
might start to feel less ashamed of our own wealth, or less 
resentful of others’. For example, we might think that there’s 
something right about entrepreneurs and businesspeople 
getting rich. Their wealth is linked not just to their own work, 
but to the fact that they’ve given opportunities, created 
conditions, and organized for others to work and generate 
wealth. Their work creates more work, and hence more value.

Righteous wealth and unrighteous wealth

If work is good and wealth is a fruit of work, then it follows that 
wealth is also good. This is the Biblical picture: the new creation 
is described as an abundant land — resplendent with jewels, 
filled with water and life (see Isaiah 65–66; Revelation 21–22). In 
contrast, poverty isn’t good: it’s the result of a fallen world.

But saying ‘wealth is good’ is quite different from saying 
‘wealthy people are wealthy because they’re good’. Being rich or 
being poor doesn’t necessarily say anything about your 
righteousness. Examining someone’s wealth or poverty and 
making simplistic moral judgments is a bit like condemning 
someone who only has one leg. The fact of having one leg 
doesn’t say whether the person is godly or not; it says nothing 
about how they came to have one leg. So while we say that 
poverty is a result of a fallen world, one particular individual’s 
poverty isn’t necessarily a result of his or her own sin. It could 
be because of the sin of the nation (or nations) — for example, 
if they’re persecuted, or their country’s infrastructure is crippled 
by war. It could just be a result of living in a fallen world — for 
example, the wage-earner in their family died, or they have an 
injury or illness which hinders their work, or there’s a famine.
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Depending on our political preferences, we may be tempted to 
think either that rich is bad and poor is good, or vice versa. But 
the Bible doesn’t allow us such a neat picture: it shows us 
righteous poor and righteous rich, and unrighteous poor and 
unrighteous rich. God makes the sun rise on both the evil and 
the good (Matthew 5:45): we can’t assess someone’s character 
based simply on how much they have.

For those who think that poverty only ever arises from 
oppression and that God always defends the poor, we must 
heed the warnings in Scripture against the idleness which can 
lead to poverty (for example, Proverbs 6:6–10; 2 Thessalonians 
3:10). We should also notice the many examples of people who 
are rich and righteous. Part of God’s promise to Abraham is the 
blessing of possessions (Genesis 13:2 ; cf. 26:12–14). This is 
spelled out in detail as the people of Israel enter the Land 
(Deuteronomy 28:1–14). The Proverbs reinforce this idea that 
wealth is a blessing from God, bestowed on the righteous (for 
example, Proverbs 10:22; 14:24; 15:6). Jesus’ disciples naturally 
assume that wealth is a sign of God’s blessing: they’re “greatly 
astonished” by his teaching that “it is easier for a camel to go 
through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to 
enter the kingdom of God.” They assume that the rich have 
been blessed by God, so if even they can’t enter the kingdom, 
who can? (Matthew 19:23–25) Even in Luke’s Gospel, which has 
many warnings about the dangers of wealth, we find positive 
examples of wealthy people (for example, Levi in 5:27–29, the 
father in 15:11–32, and Zacchaeus in 19:1–10).
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On the other hand, for those who think that wealth is always a 
sign of God’s blessing, we should hear this warning from Jesus: 
money is so seductive that it’s “impossible” for a rich person to 
enter the kingdom of God — impossible, that is, without a 
mighty work of God (which may involve such a change that 
you “sell your possessions and give to the poor”). We mustn’t let 
familiarity dull the force of the image of the camel and the 
needle: “picture how the camel feels, squeezed out / In one 
long bloody thread from tail to snout.”16  There are numerous 
examples in Scripture of growing wealthy through exploitation 
or unrighteousness. For this, God has terrifying words of 
condemnation. Indeed, Israel’s mistreatment of the poor is 
consistently cited as a reason for God’s impending judgment 
(for example, Amos 4:1–2; Isaiah 3:13–26; Jeremiah 2:32–37; 
22:23–31). One of the sins of Sodom was that “she and her 
daughters were arrogant, overfed and unconcerned; they did 
not help the poor and needy.” (Ezekiel 16:49) If we’re rich like 
that, Jesus says, then woe to us. Conversely, a mark of the early 
church is its concern for the poor (for example, Acts 4:34–35; 
6:1; Galatians 2:10). “Religion that God our Father accepts as 
pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in 
their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the 
world.” (James 1:27)
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Wealthy Poor

• Blessed by God (e.g. 
Abraham)

• Have successful 
businesses or rare skills

• Have inherited
• Use their wealth to 

serve Jesus, his people, 
and his world (e.g. 
1 Timothy 6:17–19)

• Victims of a fallen world 
(e.g. political or 
economic oppression; 
death of a wage-earner; 
long-term illness)

• Faithful workers, but 
with skills that are 
common or poorly 
remunerated (e.g. 
farmhand; artist)

• Exploit the poor (e.g. 
Amos 4:1–2)

• Benefit from ‘dishonest 
gain’ (e.g. drug-running)

• Lazy
• Squander income

Wealth is a generous gift from our generous 
God
There’s a link between work and wealth. But just because I 
worked and got paid, it doesn’t mean that the money is mine in 
an absolute sense. My work (and the wealth that comes from it) 
is a good gift from God: we depend on God to give us work, 
and we also depend on God to bless the initiatives we take. For 
example, a farmer’s success clearly involves hard work and skill, 
but it also depends on factors outside their control — weather, 
pests, interest rates, exchange rates, and the global 
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commodities market, for example.17  This is true for all our work 
and wealth: we’re responsible to God for the work that we do 
and how we do it, but God is in control of the outcomes. In his 
kindness, God doesn’t bless us in accordance with our 
godliness. In fact, as we noted in passing, he generously 
provides for everyone — even his enemies:

But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in 
heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, 
and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. 
(Matthew 5:44–45)

This simple insight — that wealth is a gift — has a range of 
implications, including:
• We’re dependent creatures: we should ask God for what we 

need and we should thank him for what he gives.
• We can learn to be content in all circumstances (Philippians 

4:10–14; 1 Timothy 6:6–8).
• As God is a generous giver, so we should also be generous 

towards others.
• What we have isn’t ultimately ours: we’re stewarding it for 

our master. Every fibre of our being and every cent in our 
bank account belongs to God. Nothing less. So we shouldn’t 
ask, “How much of my money should I give to God?”, but, 
“How can I use all the money God has entrusted to me for 
his glory?”
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their work possible relies on the work of their ancestors. As we’ve already 
discussed in chapter 2 and will develop further in chapter 5, all our work is 
dependent on the work of others: this isn’t just the case for those who’ve directly 
inherited an asset or a business.



Exercise
List some ways that God has blessed you and the unbelievers 
around you (e.g. healthcare, education, stable government).

Include blessings where you’ve done some work, but the 
conditions for your work are a gift, e.g. a farmer sows, but God 
sends the rain; a shopkeeper stocks the shelves, but his 
business relies on the rule of law, fair taxation and banking 
systems, the work of police and the legal system to deter 
thieves, investment in roads and public transport, and so on.

God’s abundant generosity in creation: a world geared for 
gift, not gain

God has stitched his generous, gift-oriented character into 
creation itself. God’s made a world that’s abundantly rich in 
resources, and he’s given it to us to steward. God provides for us 
creatures in cyclical ways: the rising and setting of the sun, the 
turning of the seasons, and so on. It’s important for us to 
remember that God is the giver who provides for us: Jesus 
consistently says that we’re likely to worship money (or 
Mammon) instead of God (e.g. Luke 16:13). One reason for this 
is that money gives us extraordinary power and freedom, and it 
can deceive us into thinking we’re self-sufficient. This is an even 
greater risk for us today than it was for Jesus’ contemporaries, 
because we’re so much richer and we seem to have so much 
more control over the world. The turning of the seasons is 
irrelevant when I have an air-conditioned house and fresh 
produce available all year round. I can be clothed, fed, 
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entertained, and far more without ever meeting the people 
who’ve done the necessary work for me. So it’s very easy to 
think that I am self-sufficient with the money I’ve earned.

But this isn’t how God has designed the world. His world is 
geared for gift, not gain. That is, God supplies our needs by gift. 
We work in order to transform his gifts, not to gain our 
independence from him as the giver (see Ecclesiastes, 
especially 1:3–7; 3:1–13). When we know that our work and its 
fruit are gifts, we should be able to “eat and drink, and find 
satisfaction in all [our] toil — this is the gift of God” (Ecclesiastes 
3:13).18

The extent of God’s material generosity to us in the ‘developed 
world’ is embarrassing.19  We’re the richest people ever to have 
lived. As we kill ourselves through obesity and related illnesses, 
we never have to wonder where our next meal is coming from. 
As we enjoy government-sponsored education to the highest 
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18 As we embrace God’s order of ‘gift, not gain’, it’ll come to inform every aspect 
of our lives. For example, for those who orient their lives towards gain, an 
unexpected wait with a child in a doctors’ surgery is a gross imposition: nothing 
can be achieved with this wasted time! But for those who see life as a gift, such a 
delay might afford an opportunity to enjoy the moment: to listen properly to one’s 
child, to play, to offer comfort to another patient, to read a magazine. This and 
other examples are given by Kirk Patston in an excellent sermon series on 
Ecclesiastes, given during Sydney Missionary and Bible College in Semester 2, 
2009. At 25/1/13, these are available at http://www.smbc.com.au/pages/
default.asp?pid=200
19 This isn’t to overlook or downplay the extraordinary poverty that still exists in 
the world — according to the UN, half of humanity lives on less than US 10 a 
day; around 1.1 billion people have inadequate access to water; 2.6 billion lack 
basic sanitation; a quarter have no electricity; around a billion are illiterate. The 
poorest 20% of the world’s population account for 1.5% of total global income, 
the richest 20% of the world’s population — which includes us in the West — 
account for 76.6% of income. So if you’re reading this, you’re probably rich.



possible level, we can’t imagine a world without literacy. As we 
enjoy state healthcare, including surgery for non-life-
threatening conditions, it’s unthinkable that our children 
should die of preventable diseases.

We’re the wealthy beneficiaries of work — our own work, 
certainly, but also the work of thousands of others, which has 
made it possible to exploit the abundance of God’s creation in 
unprecedented ways.

Of course, ‘wealth’ is a relative term: even in a developed and 
fairly equitable country, some are clearly wealthier than others. 
And so almost everyone will deny that they’re rich, because 
there’s always someone richer. We have a tendency to compare 
up: we think ourselves poor because we compare ourselves to 
those who have more. When I wonder if I’m spending too 
much on my shoes, I’m likely to compare myself to my solicitor 
friend who mainly shops at Dior, rather than to my student 
friend who has a single pair of Dunlop Volleys. We should 
nurture the habit of comparing down: this will make it easier to 
give to those who have less than we do. If we want to use our 
wealth well, we need sober judgment and the help of a 
Christian community: some of us who believe ourselves poor 
are simply squandering our pay-packets; others who are 
wealthy in assets need help to think how best to use them for 
Jesus’ glory; some of us are genuinely in need, and should 
receive some support from our believing brothers and sisters.
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Reflection
Warren Buffet is one of the world’s richest men. But he’ pledged 
to give away 99% of his wealth. He writes:20

My wealth has come from a combination of living in America, 
some lucky genes, and compound interest. Both my children 
and I won what I call the ovarian lottery. (For starters, the odds 
against my 1930 birth taking place in the U.S. were at least 30 
to 1. My being male and white also removed huge obstacles 
that a majority of Americans then faced.)

My luck was accentuated by my living in a market system that 
sometimes produces distorted results, though overall it serves 
our country well. I’ve worked in an economy that rewards 
someone who saves the lives of others on a battlefield with a 
medal, rewards a great teacher with thank-you notes from 
parents, but rewards those who can detect the mispricing of 
securities with sums reaching into the billions. In short, fate’s 
distribution of long straws is wildly capricious.

The reaction of my family and me to our extraordinary good 
fortune is not guilt, but rather gratitude. Were we to use more 
than 1% of my claim checks on ourselves, neither our 
happiness nor our well-being would be enhanced. In 
contrast, that remaining 99% can have a huge effect on the 
health and welfare of others. That reality sets an obvious 
course for me and my family: Keep all we can conceivably 
need and distribute the rest to society, for its needs.

1. What do you make of Buffett’s explanations for his wealth 
and his reasons to give money away?

2. How much would you need to have before you could give 
the rest away?
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20 Buffett, My Philanthropic Pledge (2010 [cited May 28 2013]); available from 
http://givingpledge.org/pdf/letters/Buffett_Letter.pdf.



God’s abundant generosity in redemption

Exercise
Read Romans 8:28–39

1. What have we been given in Christ?

2. How secure is our future?

If God’s material blessing is embarrassing, his blessing in Christ 
is transforming. Our whole lives belong to God: they’ve been 
bought at a great price (1 Corinthians 6:19–20). Because of his 
steadfast love and mercy, he’s freely given us his beloved Son; 
he’s redeemed us from our sins and poured out his Spirit on us. 
We who were his enemies are now his adopted children and 
heirs (Romans 5:1–11; Ephesians 2:1–10). The guilty are forgiven; 
the filthy are washed; the self-glorifying are humbled; the dead 
are brought to life. And the stingy have their hands opened.

Because as we grasp God’s love for us, we inevitably show it to 
others. As we’ve previously noted, one summary of the 
Christian life is to “[l]ove the Lord your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your 
strength…[and to l]ove your neighbour as yourself.” (Mark 
12:30–31)

Our love for God and our love for our neighbour are both 
threatened by our love for ourselves. We want to weed out our 
self-love, examining not just how much we want, but also how 
much we want it. As we’ll explore in chapter 4, this doesn’t 
imply that we should impoverish ourselves. Nor does it mean 
that we should all adopt some ‘baseline Christian wealth’, with 
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the goal of giving away whatever we have above that baseline: 
the story of the widow’s mite (Luke 21:1–3) and the example of 
the Macedonians (2 Corinthians 8:1–5) show that we should 
give in proportion to what we have. But the principle is that as 
we grow in our appreciation of God’s sacrificial love for us, so 
we’ll show sacrificial love to others (2 Corinthians 8:9). As C. S. 
Lewis puts it, “If our charities do not at all pinch or hamper us, I 
should say they are too small. There ought to be things we 
should like to do and cannot do because our charitable 
expenditure excludes them.”21

Again, all these things will be easier if we can be content and 
trust that Jesus provides for our needs. Often what drives us to 
greed is fear — fear of man (a desire to ‘keep up with the 
Joneses’), or fear for the future (a desire to be ‘financially secure’ 
— something God calls “foolish” (Luke 12:13–31)). Paul writes:

…I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I 
know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have 
plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and 
every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in 
plenty or in want. I can do all this through him who gives me 
strength. (Philippians 4:11–13)

The love of money is the root of all kinds of evil. The antithesis 
of the love of money is the love of Christ. Love for Christ should 
be emotional — that is, when we know who he is and what 
he’s done for us, we should really feel thankful; we should really 
experience awe. But our love for him shouldn’t only be 
emotional, and nor should it be some nebulous or abstract 
notion. Our love for Jesus is shown in the way we use all the 
wealth he’s given us for his glory.
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Exercise
Discuss with some other Christians: 
1. Are there ways that you can remind one another of Christ’s 
love for you and for others?

2. What do you think makes it hard for you to love and trust 
Jesus in the area of finances? Fear of man (a desire to ‘keep up 
with the Joneses’), fear for the future (a desire to be ‘financially 
secure’), or something else?

3. Can you make a regular (even if infrequent) time to talk 
through some concrete ways to love others — that is, to help 
make changes to how you use your time, talents, and wealth? 
(This will probably involve sharing your actual financial details 
with someone. It’s not that everyone needs to know your 
budget, but someone should.)

Generous stewardship of God’s generous gifts

As recipients of outrageous and costly generosity, we should 
we be sacrificially generous, too: “From everyone who has been 
given much, much will be demanded; and from the one who 
has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.” (Luke 
12:48) Again, it should be easier to be generous when we 
remember that what we have isn’t ultimately ours; it’s God’s, 
entrusted to us as stewards. As faithful stewards, we must use 
the master’s gifts — money, time, talents — in a way that 
honours and pleases the giver.

We have endless opportunities to be generous with our 
possessions. For example, I might choose a car based not on 
how it affects my status, but on how useful it is for giving lifts 
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and how easy it is to lend to others (say, because it doesn’t 
matter too much if someone else scratches it). I might offer for 
others to borrow my books or to host a party in my courtyard. I 
might look for opportunities to own some things in common 
with others who live nearby — sharing a washing machine, a 
car, or an Xbox. I might look at adjusting my fixed costs: often 
we decide that we need a certain mortgage, phone contract, 
broadband package, car loan, and so on, which reduces the 
amount of money we can use flexibly and generously.

A deep understanding of God’s generosity to us might also 
shape the way we view luxuries (like designer jeans, take-away 
meals, and cinema tickets). When we know that these things 
are gifts, we can give thanks to God for them and enjoy them. 
But if God gives us generous hearts, we’ll also long for others to 
share in his good gifts — especially those who lack even basic 
necessities. And so we might reconsider how much we spend 
on luxuries for ourselves, and we might give at least an 
equivalent amount to poor or vulnerable people. (Surely we 
shouldn’t be more luxurious with ourselves than we are 
generous with others.)22

Proper stewardship will involve thinking through the actual 
details of your life. Where we live, for example, one of the most 
onerous budget items is accommodation: rent and house 
prices are high.23  This might mean, then, that people really do 
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22 This idea comes from Dickson, "Faith and works; rich and poor," in Beyond 
Greed (ed. Rosner; Kingsford: Matthias Media, 2004).
23 The median home price in Sydney is almost eight times the average full-time 
annual salary (and if you count just houses, rather than all dwellings, it’s over nine 
times). Median rent for a 2-bedroom home is 31% of full-time weekly earnings. 
Data retrieved 2/10/10 from http://www.myrp.com.au/sydney_house_prices.do, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6302.0/, and http://
www.housing.nsw.gov.au/About+Us/Reports+Plans+and+Papers/Rent+and
+Sales+Reports/Latest+Issue/



have less disposable income to be generous outside their 
household, and it might mean that they need to save up more 
for retirement. This isn’t a licence for self-centred hoarding, but 
it is an acknowledgement of our real circumstances. 
Meanwhile, if we believe that the world is geared for gift, not 
gain, and if we wish to be generous with our money, it should 
affect the way we face accommodation costs. For example, in 
discussion with our Christian community, we might decide to 
buy a larger house than we would otherwise, so that we can 
accommodate someone who isn’t part of our biological family; 
we might decide to get a smaller place, so that we have more 
money with which to be a blessing to others. In our church, 
we’ve done such things as:
• give a gift to a man who’d lost his job, to cover a month’s 

rent;
• make interest-free loans of several thousand dollars to allow 

people to cover a bond and move into new rental 
accommodation;

• subsidize rent in an ongoing way so that church members 
can afford a larger house which they can then use 
generously.

God’s generosity displayed in a community of his people

This last example of generosity among church members is a 
good excuse to pause and remember that we’re called to 
follow Jesus not just as individuals, but as a community. Our 
Christian fellowship is important in the way we use our wealth 
in at least two ways.

Firstly, our community can help us to keep our eyes fixed on 
Jesus. Money is deceitful, and it’s one of the key things that can 
choke the growth of Jesus’ word in our lives (Mark 4:19). We 
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need to remind one another of the gospel “daily, as long as it is 
called ‘Today,’ so that none of [us] may be hardened by sin’s 
deceitfulness” (Hebrews 3:13). This may well include having 
detailed discussions about our finances: what we earn and how 
we spend it. This might be about the general shape of our lives 
(are we typified by stinginess, by extravagance, by generosity?); 
it might be about a particular purchase. For example, before 
spending $5,000 on a home entertainment system, we should 
discuss it with our Christian brothers and sisters and see if it’s a 
wise decision. And if someone spends $5,000 on a home 
entertainment system without consulting others, we should ask 
them about it — not out of jealousy, but out of love for them, 
to ensure they’re not being deceived by wealth. Of course, this 
isn’t to prejudge the matter: home entertainment systems are 
good things that can be used in a generous manner. But they 
can also be self-indulgent idols. So it’s worth asking the 
question.

Secondly, imagine the witness to the world if we were a 
community known for our generosity. This might be displayed, 
say, as we tip in local restaurants, or as we support charities. On 
average, Australians give $424 per year to charitable causes.24  In 
comparison, they spend $600 on tobacco, $1,200 on alcoholic 
beverages, and almost $6,000 on recreation.25  Many of us who 
claim to follow Christ have lifestyles that are difficult to 
distinguish from those of the unbelievers around us: we drive 
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24 Australian Government Department of Families, Giving Australia: Research on 
Philanthropy in Australia (2005 [cited 28th September 2010]); available from 
http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/communities/pubs/Community/
Giving_Aus_Finding/Pages/default.aspx.
25 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Household Expenditure Survey (2003–2004 
[cited 28th September 2010]); available from http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/
abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/6530.02003-04%20%28Reissue%29?OpenDocument.



the same cars, live in the same houses, take the same holidays, 
vote for the same political parties, and send our children to the 
same schools. So it might be hard to distinguish the 
community that worships Jesus from the community that 
worships Mammon. In itself, this behaviour dishonours God, 
but it also means that we fail to bear witness to God as a 
generous giver.

Reflection
If you’re not very good at giving money away or being 
generous more broadly, why is that? Is it a problem with:
• your heart? In this case, remind yourself of the generosity 

God has shown you in Christ, and ask the Holy Spirit to 
change you.

• your mind — that is, you just don’t know what to do with 
your money? In that case, discuss it with your Christian 
community: how can you together use your money to be a 
blessing to those around you?

• structures — that is, you don’t know how to organize 
yourself and plan for generosity? You may need to ask a 
friend who’s good at budgeting to help you, or see a 
financial planner. One simple idea we’ve adopted is setting 
up a separate bank account for giving. Each month, we put 
a percentage of our income in there, and we know that we’ll 
give away at least that much. (It’s a minimum, not a 
maximum.) Each month, a little more goes in than comes 
out. This allows for regular generosity (direct debits that go 
out of that giving account), as well as spontaneous or 
occasional generosity (as the ‘leftover’ amount grows over a 
few months, we’ve been able to make more substantial gifts, 
say, to pay for someone to go to a conference, or to help 
buy a car).
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Conclusion
So far, we’ve said that wealth is the fruit of work, and that it’s a 
gift from our generous God. We’ve argued that we should 
imitate God’s generosity. But saying “we should be generous” 
invites the question, “How? To what end?” To be properly God-
honouring in our generosity, we need to know more concretely 
what wealth is for. That’s where we turn in the next chapter.
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4. The fruit of work: what 
wealth is for
In the previous chapter, we said that wealth is the fruit of work, 
that it’s a gift from our generous God, and that we should 
display similar generosity.

One key way for us to be generous is to give our money away, 
and we hope that we’ve given plenty of examples of giving 
money away in these chapters. But we don’t want anyone to 
get the idea that the money they don’t give away is somehow 
theirs: this money, too, is God’s, and it should be used for his 
purposes every bit as much as what’s given away.

We highlight this because we know some Christians who’ve 
been generous from a certain point-of-view, but profligate from 
another. They’ve decided to give a decent percentage of their 
money to Christian organizations — up to 20%. (This is 
substantially more than the average church-goer.) This has 
been genuinely costly: it’s generous. But with the other 80% of 
their income, they’ve lived self-indulgently, in a way that’s 
indistinguishable from the unbelievers around them. They feel 
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that because they’ve decided to give away 20% to ‘godly 
causes’, they don’t have to think about how to be godly with 
the rest.

But redemption work is only one of the arenas in which God 
calls us to use our money for his glory: good stewardship 
involves every aspect of our lives, so it’s not as simple as 
dropping money in a collection plate. It requires a lot of prayer, 
thought, discussion, and imagination about what wealth is for.

Wealth is for relationships
Exercise
Read Luke 16. Who’s listening to these parables? What different 
attitudes to money are illustrated here?

In general, we use wealth for Jesus’ glory when we use it for 
relationships. This is Jesus’ summary statement from the parable 
of the shrewd manager (Luke 16:1–13): “use worldly wealth to 
gain friends for yourselves”.26  In the story, the dishonest 
manager foresees a future crisis (losing his job) and uses wealth 
to secure friendship. How much more should we, foreseeing a 
future crisis (the coming judgment and the end of this age), use 
our wealth to secure friendship?27  Jesus contrasts the 
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unrighteousness’, hence some other translations give ‘unrighteous wealth’. 
Clearly this can’t mean ‘ill-gotten gains’, because Jesus couldn’t promote the 
use of such money. Rather, it seems to go with the dishonest manager (literally, 
‘manager of unrighteousness’): they both belong to this (unrighteous) age (verse 
8). And so ‘unrighteous wealth’ seems to be the wealth of this age, as opposed 
to the true riches of the age to come (verse 11) — in other words, ‘worldly 
wealth’.
27 As an aside, it’s worth noting Jesus’ saying in Luke 16:8 that we should expect 
the people of this age to be more shrewd in dealing with this generation. It 
doesn’t seem a stretch to say that we should learn from unbelievers how to 
manage money — not to idolize it, but to manage it well.



behaviour of the manager with that of the rich man in the 
following parable: the manager uses money for relationships; 
the rich man uses it for his own luxury. Jesus commends the 
former and condemns the latter.

In part, Jesus’ judgment relies on the relative value of riches 
now and riches in the new age — a comparison drawn in both 
parables in Luke 16 and a recurrent theme in the Gospels. It’s 
pointless to try to hang on to wealth in the present, because it’ll 
fail — either when we die (like the rich men in Luke 16:19–31 
and 12:13–31), or when this age passes away. Instead, we 
should invest our wealth in making friends for the new age — 
people who’ll welcome us when God’s kingdom comes in all its 
fulness. Because present riches and future riches have such 
different values, the way we invest our money now is a key 
indicator of our ultimate allegiance — either to God (and his 
new age) or to Mammon (and this age which is passing away).

In saying that “wealth is for relationships”, we don’t mean that 
you can buy love. Rather, our wealth allows us to have 
relationships where we can serve others for their good. Every 
relationship we have costs us money — in phone calls, in 
travelling, in eating together, even in buying the clothes that 
we need so that we can see one another face-to-face. If we 
think that wealth is for relationships, it should affect our 
spending habits in simple but concrete ways. For example, we 
might set aside money (and time) so that we can join our work 
colleagues in a weekly pub quiz. Or we might go to certain 
shops or cafés because the staff are more open to friendships. 
Some friends of mine live near a corner store run by a 
Bangladeshi man. They’ve decided to shop there whenever 
possible, rather than go to the supermarket. It’s a decision that 
costs them several hundred dollars extra each year, but it’s 
allowed them to initiate a relationship with the owner. Over 
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time they’ve become friends with him, and with his family and 
friends, too. It’s an investment that’s given them many 
opportunities to both show and tell of the love of Jesus among 
their Bangladeshi Muslim neighbours.

Finally, it’s perhaps when we know that money is for 
relationships that we can best understand the Biblical theme 
that wealth is for enjoyment:

This is what I have observed to be good: that it is appropriate 
for a person to eat, to drink and to find satisfaction in their 
toilsome labour under the sun during the few days of life God 
has given them — for this is their lot. Moreover, when God 
gives someone wealth and possessions, and the ability to 
enjoy them, to accept their lot and be happy in their toil — 
this is a gift of God. (Ecclesiastes 5:18–19)

…everything God created is good, and nothing is to be 
rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, because it is 
consecrated by the word of God and prayer. (1 Timothy 4:4–5)

We’re to enjoy the abundance of the world, but this isn’t a 
selfish indulgence. In the same way as our work can bring us 
joy as we serve others, the fruit of our work can bring us joy as 
we eat, drink, celebrate, and share with others.

Reflection
1. Think about some relationships where you get to love a few 
people in many ways. How do you invest your wealth in these?

2. Think about how you develop relationships with people in 
the first place — say, how you move from being work 
colleagues or both being in the same playgroup to being 
friends outside those contexts. What part does money play?

3. Think about how you might introduce people to Jesus for the 
first time or encourage believers in their walk with him. How do 
you use money for mission or discipleship?
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Wealth is for serving in relationships over time

We serve others not just in the moment, but over time. This is a 
difficult principle to apply because we live in the overlap of the 
ages: on the one hand, there should be an urgency and a 
pointedness to how we use our time and our wealth, because 
we know that Jesus could come back at any moment; on the 
other, he may not return in our lifetime, and we have to 
continue through uncertain circumstances to serve him, his 
people, and his world. We’ll explore this tension more fully in 
chapters 6–7, but let’s notice in passing two possible errors:
• some fail to work properly in this creation because they’re 

too focused on the future (perhaps those in 2 Thessalonians 
3:6–10; cf. 2:1–2);

• some accumulate riches now, ignoring the coming 
judgment and the new creation (like the rich man in Luke 
12:13–31).

In our culture, we’re more likely to be tempted towards the 
second error, and we’ll return to this below. But it’s possible 
(and indeed wise) to save some money without falling into 
greed. We have to serve people over time in an unpredictable 
world: there’s no guarantee that the circumstances I enjoy 
today will endure into next year. And so it’s prudent to prepare 
for misfortune to some extent. We should learn from the ant of 
Proverbs 6:6–11, or from Joseph, who stored up food for a time 
of famine (Genesis 45:5–8). If we can avoid it, we shouldn’t live 
hand-to-mouth, in a way that will make us a burden on others if 
we fall ill or lose our job. Of course, being poor isn’t always 
avoidable: some use their money responsibly but have lower 
salaries or higher costs — for example, due to caring for a 
disabled child. But sometimes being poor is our own fault: we 
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simply increase our expenditure as our salary increases, so that 
we never manage to save anything.

One particular way of serving people over time is with an 
inheritance. The Bible has a higher view of legacy than we tend 
to have: generations are interconnected in a way that we fail to 
appreciate in our individualistic society.28  Part of this legacy 
might include passing on money to subsequent generations 
(as, for example, Proverbs 13:22). Our cultural expectation 
seems to be that people store up wealth for their retirement, at 
which point they can indulge themselves with abandon. But as 
we suggested in chapter 2, Christian retirement should look 
different. At the risk of sounding like the son in Luke 15 who 
wanted money more than he wanted his father, dividing an 
inheritance before death may in some cases be an excellent 
way of serving people. For example, it’s not unusual for people 
around retirement age to be wealthy in assets (if, say, the family 
home they bought thirty years earlier has doubled in value 
every decade). But they may live for another thirty years — that 
is, until their children are near retirement age. In the interim, the 
empty-nesters have continued to live in a large house, while 
their children have struggled with their own finances. In this 
case, when the parents die and leave the assets to the children, 
it’s at precisely the time they’re no longer needed. A more 
useful application of the inheritance might be for retirees to sell 
the family home and move into smaller accommodation, 
sharing some of the proceeds with the children. This would 
take pressure off the children’s financial situation while they 
have their own young families.
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Wealth is for serving your family

If wealth is for relationships, those whom we must love first and 
most are our family. As Paul writes, “Anyone who does not 
provide for their relatives, and especially for their own 
household, has denied the faith and is worse than an 
unbeliever.” (1 Timothy 5:8) For many of us, this won’t present a 
challenge — at least for our nuclear family. We’re far more likely 
to idolize our offspring and to justify luxurious expense on 
them (because our children need a bedroom each, and their 
own television and computer and mobile phone, and an 
extensive DVD collection, and a private-school education — 
perhaps the most sacred of all middle-class cows). However, we 
might be less willing to help our siblings or elderly parents. 
Clearly some wisdom is needed here: if members of our wider 
family are struggling financially because of, say, gambling or an 
addiction to living beyond their means, then simply providing 
them with more cash may not be the most loving action. But 
nor should we be miserly towards our biological family: God 
has bound us together in a network of family relationships, and 
these bonds imply a mutual responsibility.

Wealth is for serving vulnerable people

We must also use our wealth to develop relationships with and 
to serve vulnerable people (see, for example, Acts 20:34–35; 
Galatians 2:10; Ephesians 4:28; James 1:27).29  This might include 
the very poor (e.g., homeless people); it might also include 
those who are socially marginalized or otherwise unprotected 
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29 We touched on this in chapter 3, in the section on righteous wealth and 
unrighteous wealth, and additional verses are cited there. For a discussion of the 
relationship between ‘social work’ and the gospel, see Chester, Good News to 
the Poor: sharing the gospel through social involvement (Leicester: IVP, 2004).
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from disaster (e.g., single parents; mentally disabled people). It 
might include direct generosity (e.g., feeding a beggar); it might 
involve supporting organizations (e.g., aid organizations; a 
fistula clinic in Ethiopia; an Aboriginal health-worker). It might 
mean at Christmas time giving cards from charities such as 
TEAR or Baptist World Aid, rather than buying more unneeded 
possessions.

These are all good things to do, but they can’t replace loving a 
small number of vulnerable people in many ways. That is, we 
can easily have the mind-set that organizations look after the 
poor, and therefore it’s not our responsibility. Many church 
denominations have separate arms for ‘social work’, and so care 
for the marginalized is removed from the local church. Even 
volunteering with a charitable organization can be non-
relational, if all we do is hand out bowls of soup. It’s easy to slip 
into a loveless, self-congratulatory condescension: we imagine 
ourselves as the great benefactors who dispense our wealth to 
the undeserving poor. We have everything to teach and give, 
but nothing to learn or receive. This isn’t true charity. Rather, we 
need to serve whole people and share our lives with them, so 
that they can see that we’re in the same position as they are: 
sinners in debt to the Lord Jesus. So while we might ‘love the 
many’ by volunteering in a soup kitchen once a fortnight, we 
should pray and look for opportunities to love a few of these 
people in a few more ways. For many of us, this’ll be hard: it’s 
much easier to give money than to become friends. Awkward 
as it may be to admit, some of us need help to learn how to 
love vulnerable people.
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Reflection
1. How does your Christian community express love for poor 
and vulnerable people? How do you?

2. Are there vulnerable people with whom you can become 
friends? How might that happen?

Wealth is for ‘redemption work’

One final way we worship Jesus with our wealth is by doing 
and supporting ‘redemption work’. This will almost always 
involve relationships. Some redemption work will just happen 
in the midst of what we’ve described above — investing in 
relationships, caring for one’s family and for vulnerable people. 
But there are some additional forms of work which we’re 
particularly called to fund. Paul argues, for example, that he had 
the right to be paid as an apostle — a right that he laid aside 
for the sake of the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 9:3–15). He 
advises the Galatians that “one who is taught the word must 
share all good things with the one who teaches” (Galatians 
6:10).

In our context, one obvious application is that we should 
financially support those who teach — church staff and 
missionaries, for example. We should care for them 
generously.30  But it’s worth exploring a little further this basic 
principle that “the worker deserves his wages”: with some 
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organizations to work for — underpaying staff, making unreasonable demands of 
them, not providing superannuation, being slow to pay expenses claims, and so 
on. This is to our shame: churches shouldn’t be worse than secular employers!
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imagination, we might find opportunities to promote 
redemption work beyond paying for full-time church staff.

All Christians volunteer some time for redemption work; 
sometimes we ask people to do more than they could 
reasonably be expected to volunteer (given their other 
responsibilities, say to family and friends). In such cases, we 
should consider paying them so that the time required for this 
redemption work is taken out of their job time, not out of their 
other-responsibility time. So, for example, we might want to 
pay some small group leaders, if they’re expected to bear 
pastoral responsibility. (They would in such circumstances 
qualify as “the one who teaches”.) Or if we have some gifted 
evangelists, we might look to give them some money to help 
cover the costs of the extra hospitality they’re doing. Or we 
might free them up one morning a week to do some clothes-
washing and general life-administration, so that they have 
more time free in the evenings and at weekends to develop 
relationships with unbelievers. And if we’re asking such small-
group leaders or evangelists to train others, this’ll likely take 
more time than they can easily volunteer.

Other examples might be paying a money-savvy mum to do 
the bookkeeping (one day a month), or a businessman with no 
formal theological qualifications who can help us organize 
ourselves (three to five days per year). Ideally, such people 
wouldn’t be hired from outside a church, but raised up from 
within. Similarly, we might choose to pay a part-time 
administrator or manager — someone who can run the 
organizational aspects of our church. This isn’t directly 
redemption work, but it creates conditions that help all of us do 
discipleship and mission more effectively.
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In addition, we should use our wealth to promote the gospel 
elsewhere in the world. This might mean funding paid church 
workers (whether locals or missionaries from our culture); it 
might mean funding businesses, providing Christians with a 
way to bless their community. Again, such things are best done 
in the context of relationship: rather than simply sending a 
cheque to the denominational mission agency (what we might 
call ‘mission by proxy’), we could look to develop long-term 
relationships with churches elsewhere in the world.31

Exercise
One way to know whether we’re worshipping God or Mammon 
is to ‘follow the money’: as Jesus says, “Where your treasure is, 
there will your heart be also.” (Luke 12:34)

As a diagnostic, then, create two budgets: an ideal one (how 
you think you should spend your money) and a real one (how 
you actually spent your money over the course of one or two 
months). You may want to use a template we’ve created at 
http://tinyurl.com/fjwyw

No doubt this exercise will affect your spending, simply by 
virtue of making you think about it. (I’m much more likely to 
think harder about whether to buy take-away for the third time 
this week if I know that I’m going to record it.)

What does your spending reveal about:
• how much you invest in relationships?
• how much you care for the vulnerable?
• how much you invest in ‘redemption work’?
• how much you invest in your own pleasure?
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Wealth is not for status, security, or indulgence
Having outlined what wealth’s for, it’s worth explicitly noting 
what it’s not for: wealth isn’t for status, security, or endless 
indulgence. Using wealth this way is a kind of idolatry: it’s an 
attempt to replace the true satisfaction, significance, and 
security we have in Christ. While many of us will confess this in 
the abstract, our behaviour shows something different. 
Functionally, we disbelieve that Jesus can satisfy us. We’re 
compelled to unending consumption of Jesus-substitutes in 
the form of material possessions. An incessant chorus of 
advertising and societal expectation urges us on. And so it’s 
hard to hear Jesus’ counterpoint that it’s more blessed to give 
than to receive (Acts 20:35), or that a man’s life doesn’t consist 
in the abundance — or hipster-cred — of his possessions (Luke 
12:15).

There’s a kind of insanity in believing that new possessions can 
bring meaning, fulfilment, or love into our lives. We know this 
not just from the Scriptures but also from experience. And yet 
it’s hard to shake. I remember when I first bought an iPhone. It 
was an exciting purchase: I’d been considering it for a couple of 
years. As ever, the anticipation was better than the reality. Pretty 
soon, the novelty wore off, and while I enjoyed some benefits 
from having mobile access to the internet, I quickly became 
blasé. I’ve experienced this same pattern — of anticipation, 
purchase, then indifference — countless times. And yet I 
continue to be susceptible to advertising sirens: I’m eager 
about future purchases. Perhaps the next gadget will provoke 
adulation or envy in others; perhaps the next renovation will 
provide a secure and comfortable environment for my family; 
perhaps the next car will grant me the freedom to get away 
from it all; perhaps the next holiday will flood me with 
endorphins; perhaps the next carbonated beverage will make 
me beautiful and popular.
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Along with status, we’re also tempted to seek security in our 
possessions. We store things up for ourselves, masking our 
greed with labels like ‘financial planning’ or ‘wise stewardship’. 
Knowing our hearts, Jesus calls us to a radical trust in God’s 
provision. He says to his disciples:

And do not set your heart on what you will eat or drink; do 
not worry about it. For the pagan world runs after all such 
things, and your Father knows that you need them. But seek 
his kingdom, and these things will be given to you as well.

Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased 
to give you the kingdom. Sell your possessions and give to 
the poor. Provide purses for yourselves that will not wear out, 
a treasure in heaven that will never fail, where no thief comes 
near and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there 
your heart will be also. (Luke 12:29–34)

This makes us decidedly uncomfortable. Merely at the level of a 
‘gut reaction’, this might begin to reveal something of our 
hearts: how little we fear God, compared to our fear of others 
and the future; how much we would rather trust in ourselves 
than in God to provide for us; how much we value worldly 
wealth rather than his kingdom. Let’s sit with that discomfort 
for a minute.

Reflection
Why would Jesus say, “Sell your possessions and give to the 
poor”? How would we apply it?

The selfish accumulation of wealth is bad for a number of 
reasons.32  In the first instance, it’s bad for the acquisitive person 
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themselves. As Ecclesiastes points out, wealth brings worries: 
“The sleep of a labourer is sweet, whether they eat little or 
much, but as for the rich, their abundance permits them no 
sleep.” (Ecclesiastes 5:12). In part, these are the worries created 
by managing wealth — maintaining our house(s), scrutinizing 
the share market, and the like. We might also worry about 
losing our wealth, or about losing our friends because of it.33  In 
addition, selfishly accumulating wealth is bad for others. 
Directly, money we store up for ourselves is money that we 
haven’t spent on doing good for others. Indirectly, the time and 
effort we spend managing our wealth and worrying about the 
future could often be better spent doing good now.

And so it makes sense that Jesus should say, “Sell your 
possessions and give to the poor.” It’s a call to do concrete good 
in the world — to share the fruit of work with others. And it’s a 
call not to waste the present by worrying about the future.

So incomprehensible is Jesus’ idea here that we tend simply to 
ignore it: for many of us, the gap between our current practice 
and his vision is too great. We haven’t been pruning our 
possessions; we’ve been encouraging them to flourish. We’ve 
been gathering unread books, unopened CDs, unused 
software, untouched bank balances, and uneaten vegetables to 
rot at the bottom of the fridge. But rather than ignore Jesus, 
maybe we could begin with small steps: even if we don’t sell 
our current possessions to begin with, we might limit the 
accumulation of new ones, and distribute what we save 
thereby to poor people. By grace, as money loses its grip on us, 
we’ll give away more and more until the shape of our lives is 
properly obedient to Jesus’ command.
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Responsible stewardship of wealth
Financial security vs financial responsibility

We may be willing to admit that our possessions can’t bring us 
status, satisfaction, or security. But we might still protest that 
becoming financially secure is the responsible thing to do: it’s a 
way for us to avoid becoming a burden. But there’s a difference 
between ‘financial security’ and ‘financial responsibility’. 
Financial security is an impossibility: as the Bible repeatedly 
reminds us, we’re not in control and can never be entirely 
secure (see, for example Luke 12:16–26). But this doesn’t mean 
that we should be irresponsible: the world isn’t completely 
predictable, but nor is it random. As we said above, the 
unpredictability of the world makes it wise to store up a certain 
amount of wealth.

But in most middle-class circles, being financially irresponsible 
isn’t the most likely sin: the far greater risk is that ‘financial 
security’ become a euphemism for ‘greed’. One reason for this is 
that the desire for financial security (or simply for wealth) can 
never be satisfied. Compare this to a desire for, say, fried 
chicken. Let’s imagine that every six months or so, I get a desire 
to eat some fried chicken. This is an easy desire to satisfy: I buy 
some fried chicken and eat it. (Then I feel sick and swear I’ll 
never eat it again — until six months later, when it begins to be 
appealing once more.) The desire for wealth or financial 
security, however, has no satisfaction conditions. How can I 
satisfy it? When am I ‘secure’ enough? And so I get trapped, ever 
acquiring and endlessly anxious.

The way to avoid this is to not leave ‘financial security’ as an 
abstract concept: we need to supply concrete conditions that 
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we can satisfy. For example, someone might say that one way 
for me to be financially responsible is to buy a small business. 
For the sake of illustration, let’s imagine that I need $300,000 to 
buy and reposition the business, plus 25% to tide me over in 
case the business goes a little slowly in the transition of owners. 
Then I need, say, $75,000 a year to live on, and I’ll keep a 30% 
buffer for hard times and to provide for myself and my family in 
the future. Any more than that, I can give away.

The point here isn’t the figures themselves — there are all 
manner of variables that govern your living costs today and 
how much to need to store up for retirement. The thing to 
notice is that this kind of concrete plan can move the abstract 
desire for financial security into a concrete plan for financial 
responsibility. Without this, we’ll just keep on accumulating, 
which is by definition greed.

Exercise
Try to work it out: how much would you need to be financially 
responsible? You may well need help from someone with 
experience in finances.

Debt

It’s impossible to think about ‘financial responsibility’ without 
addressing debt. The global financial crisis illustrates that our 
contemporary economic system is unthinkable without credit 
— a euphemism for debt. This is fairly recent: prior to the 20th 
century, consumer debt was generally personal — you 
borrowed from someone you knew, like a family member or a 
local business owner. It was the demand for loans for cars and 
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consumer durables in the 1920s and 30s that led to the birth of 
our modern, institutional finance industry.34  The regulation of 
this industry and the relatively low rates of interest available 
make contemporary debt very different from that in the ancient 
world. In the worst-case scenario today, we declare ourselves 
bankrupt. We don’t have to sell ourselves or our children into 
slavery.

And yet there’s something important for us to learn from the 
warning of Scripture: “The rich rule over the poor, and the 
borrower is slave to the lender.” (Proverbs 22:7)35  While we may 
not be put in literal chains, debt can end up controlling the 
direction of our life. For example, if I take out the largest 
mortgage available on my salary, I can’t afford to earn any less 
money or spend any more money than I currently do. So if 
others have needs, I won’t be able to furnish them. And if an 
opportunity for a better job comes up — that is, a job which 
allows me to be of more service to people, which better suits 
my gifts, which allows me more time to devote to family and 
friends — I won’t be able to take it if it has a lower salary. And 
so the one decision to take out a mortgage shapes many other 
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34 Further details may be found in Hyman, Debtor Nation: how consumer credit 
built postwar America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007). An 
accessible and fascinating introduction is available at Phillips, Deeper in debt: a 
history of consumer credit (ABC Radio National, 2010 [cited 2nd October 2010]); 
available from http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/rearvision/deeper-
in-debt-a-history-of-consumer-credit/3094956. The increase in debt has been 
most rapid in the last few decades. In the late 1970s, Australian household debt 
was equivalent to about 20% of GDP. It now hovers closer to 100% (and has at 
points gone over).
35 Some will argue that Romans 13:8 is a blanket ban on borrowing. In the 
context of verse 7, however, I think the point is simply to pay what you owe. After 
all, if all borrowing were bad, Jesus couldn’t say, “Give to the one who asks you, 
and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you” (Matthew 
5:42).
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decisions over the next 30 years. It effectively closes down 
opportunities for serving Jesus, his people, and his world. And 
this is without calculating how my capacity for service might be 
lowered by ongoing debt stress.

This isn’t to say that mortgages or other loans are always bad — 
borrowed money can be put to good use in building wealth 
and serving others. But in our culture we often borrow for less 
noble purposes. We’re devoted to owning everything we want 
now (sold to us as a way of securing our status and defining our 
identity). We’re seduced by the dream of home ownership (sold 
to us as a way of ensuring a happy family and financial security). 
So when Christians take on debt, they might not have 
considered it in the light of serving Jesus and his kingdom. It 
may be worth asking:
• Why do we want to take on this debt? Is it for the sake of 

status, indulgence, or financial security? Or will it open up 
new ways of serving?

• What’s the cost of the debt? This might be financial — 
people often say that “rent is dead money”, but so is the 
interest on a home loan. (And where we live, the rent might 
be half the cost of the interest on an 80% loan — hence half 
as much dead money.) But there might also be a cost to 
freedom: what opportunities to serve are cut off by taking 
on this debt? As the “slave of the lender”, what work can I no 
longer do for Jesus?

Risk

Finally, in line with our desire for ‘financial security’, many of us 
are unwilling to take risks in order to worship Jesus with our 
money. In our Christian subculture, we tend to work in relatively 
safe professions and store up relatively safe assets for ourselves, 
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rather than taking risks in order to be a blessing beyond 
ourselves (say, through starting or running businesses). We’ve 
already argued that money is for relationships and serving 
people. Sometimes this will involve taking risks. Christians 
should be open to risk for several reasons

First, we know that God is sovereign and good. This doesn’t 
mean that he’ll bless all our risky ventures, nor that he’ll protect 
us from foolhardy investments. But we can trust him: our hope 
for the future is in him, not in our own efforts; he’s a generous 
provider.

Second, we’re not sovereign, and we know we’re not. The world 
isn’t entirely predictable to us, and we’re not in control. But it’s 
easy for us to forget this in practice: we want to control the 
world. And sometimes our aversion to risk is a symptom of that 
desire. Similarly, we sometimes won’t risk doing something 
good because we fear failure. But the uncertain nature of the 
world isn’t an obstacle to taking risks: it’s an invitation. As 
Ecclesiastes 11:1–4 puts it:

Ship your grain across the sea;
 after many days you may receive a return.

Invest in seven ventures, yes, in eight;
you do not know what disaster may come upon 
the land.

If clouds are full of water,
 they pour rain on the earth.

Whether a tree falls to the south or to the north,
 in the place where it falls, there it will lie.

Whoever watches the wind will not plant;
 whoever looks at the clouds will not reap.
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There’s a call here to act: a fear of risk (observing the wind; 
regarding the clouds; wondering what disaster might come) 
leads to inactivity. While we need to weigh up options, there 
comes a point of taking a risk and trusting God. (For more on 
making wise decisions, see chapter 9.)

A final reason that Christians should be open to risk is that it 
allows us to grow wealth for the good of others. Imagine, for 
example, that in our church community ten people have 
investment properties, worth on average $500,000 each. These 
properties will grow in value slowly and provide a small amount 
of additional wealth to the individuals who own them. But if we 
were to pool those assets, we might be able to grow them 
more effectively: you can get a better rate of return on $5 
million than on $500,000. For example, we might be able to 
take on a number of property development projects. This is 
good in itself (because there’s a housing shortage, and we 
could provide extra accommodation), and it would probably 
also lead to further wealth creation (with which we could be a 
blessing to more people). Similarly, churches often seem to be 
able to raise millions of dollars for physical architecture — 
refurbishing or replacing church buildings (which are often a 
net drain on financial resources). But we don’t think to raise 
equivalent amounts for social architecture. That is, we don’t 
start or buy local businesses, through which we could be a 
blessing to our community. (To clarify: this isn’t an 
encouragement for churches as institutions to run businesses. 
This can easily become a way of abusing the tax system or of 
allowing ineffective churches to keep running long after 
they’ve ceased promoting Jesus’ kingdom. Rather, what we 
have in mind here is raising money between Christian brothers 
and sisters to do good to others together.)
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Conclusion
We’ve argued that work should be good in itself, and that we 
have a responsibility to steward the fruit of work in a way that 
pleases our master. These things are complicated, however, by 
the interconnectedness of work: how I work and how I use my 
money can have wide-ranging repercussions. This is where we 
turn in the next chapter.
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5. The context of work
We don’t work in a vacuum: all work has a context or, more 
precisely, a number of contexts. And just as work and wealth 
provide opportunities for both good and evil, so does the 
context of work.

Reflection
Think about your workplace or organization. How does it do 
good to clients, suppliers, employees, shareholders, or the 
wider community?

I’ll illustrate something of the context of work with the example 
of a good friend who’s an optometrist in a mid-sized regional 
city. The core of his work is testing people’s eyes and writing 
prescriptions for glasses. It’s good work, and using the 
categories we outlined earlier, we might call it ‘fall work’ — 
work which does good by mitigating the effects of the fall. It 
does direct good by improving patients’ capacity to see; this in 
turn enables them to do further work and facilitates other 
relationships. (Of course, it’s possible to work and have good 
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relationships with poor or no sight, but it can be more 
complicated; some work is impossible without good sight.)

The work of optometry takes place in a number of contexts: the 
core business of providing glasses is supported by a whole 
apparatus of physical, social, financial, and legal infrastructure. 
To begin with, testing patients’ eyes in the clinic involves 
specialized equipment, developed over a long time by many 
people. And so optometry requires relationships with suppliers 
(which implies distributors, who in turn might be part of a 
buying group, which itself deals with the manufacturers). Once 
the patients’ eyes have been tested, their records have to be 
maintained by staff who are competent not only in 
administration, but also in discretion and in patient service. The 
staff need to be hired, paid, and managed well. All of this takes 
place in rented office space, which requires all the social 
expectations and legal prescriptions of owning and leasing 
property. Further, his clinic is attached to a retail eyewear store: 
his business is at the intersection of the healthcare and fashion 
industries, and being successful requires knowledge of both. In 
addition, some patients have access to Medicare or health 
insurance, which ties his business into a broader healthcare 
framework. My friend also belongs to a professional body of 
optometrists which requires standards and ongoing training of 
its members. The clinic and store are owned by a company; this 
company has stores in more than one town. My friend is a part-
owner. This gives him a particular relationship with his business 
partner (who happens not to be Christian). And owning a 
business also gives him a concern not just for his optometry 
work, but also for the ongoing viability of the whole enterprise 
(for the sake of providing for his own family and for his 
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employees), as well as the impact of his business — economic, 
social, and environmental — in more than one community.

Each of these contexts provides opportunities to do either 
good or ill. For example, when it comes to billing, an 
optometrist could overcharge, growing rich at others’ expense. 
(This may be a particular temptation in a town with few 
competitors.) Or they could serve the community and the 
government by trying to provide good-quality and affordable 
healthcare. In the realm of fashion, there seems to be 
something right about offering people a range of styles which 
allow for comfort and a degree of self-expression. But there are 
two extreme errors: on the one hand, someone might insist 
that ‘one size fits all’ and that their product is good for everyone. 
(This may have worked for Henry Ford, but any business that 
adopts this approach today is likely to be short-lived.) More 
likely in our context, the optometrist might feed their patients’ 
vanity — playing on their insecurities, envy, or guilt (say, if 
they’re buying for their children) in order to buy glasses that 
they don’t need or can’t afford. The professional body can also 
act for good or ill. For example, it might do good in requiring 
training and standards that ensure good-quality optometry 
across the country. In contrast, it might artificially restrict access 
to the body — not because there’s a shortage of optometrists 
with adequate training and skill, but because limiting supply of 
optometrists increases profits. And so on.

A thorough treatment of the context of work would require an 
exploration of many areas, including workplaces, organizations, 
governments, economies, and the environment. Many of us will 
already have an awareness of some of these issues, given recent 
media focus on such things as the fair trade movement and 
climate change. These issues are important, and it’s necessary 
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for at least some Christians to think through how to bring the 
gospel to bear on them, and to help the rest of us live in a 
godly way. But we can’t deal with all of this in a short chapter. 
So we’ve chosen to discuss primarily the organization, because 
it’s the context (a) which most directly affects most of us, (b) 
with which we’re therefore most familiar, and also (c) where 
we’re most likely to have some influence.36

A brief theology of organizations
Since each context of work provides its own opportunities for 
good or ill, we should notice that the good or ill done by an 
organization as a whole might be quite different from the good 
or ill of the core business. For example, a tobacco company 
might be an excellent employer, providing the context for its 
employees to lead flourishing lives, even while its core business 
ruins the lives of others. Similarly, a Christian school might do a 
good job of educating students and being a blessing in its 
community, but treat its staff abysmally. On one level, this isn’t 
surprising: if the work is distasteful, an employer might need to 
create the incentive of excellent conditions in order to attract 
workers.37  Similarly, those organizations which provide the 
context for more noble work may have unfavourable 
employment conditions: they feel they can justify (or, more 
likely, deny) these poor conditions by pointing to the noble 
cause they’re pursuing. In the case of the Christian school, for 
example, unreasonable demands may be made on staff under 
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the pretext that they’re ‘working for God’. So we need to be able 
to describe the good not just of work itself, but of the 
organizational context in which it takes place.

It’s challenging to articulate the theology of organizations 
because the Bible doesn’t say much directly on this topic. So we 
need to observe organizations and then describe what we see 
in light of what the Scriptures do say. All ethics involves this 
observational element:38  the Scriptures tell me that I need to 
care for my children, but I have to observe the world to know 
that feeding them too many McHappy Meals is a bad thing. 
Similarly, the Bible says nothing directly about cutting 
fingernails; observing the world tells me that this is acceptable, 
whereas cutting fingers isn’t.

A mechanism for collaboration — for good or ill

Let’s begin, then, by observing that an organization allows 
people to work together. You have to be organized if you want 
to collaborate with more than a small number of people, if you 
want to collect money above a certain amount, or if you need 
to use joint resources beyond a certain level. An organization 
provides a kind of home in which the organizing can be done. 
In the West, it’s not just bare necessity which forces us to create 
organizations: there are legal requirements that ventures of a 
certain scale or nature be done in an organization.

So organizations provide structures that help us get things 
done. They assist in the process of systematizing, scaling, and 
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repeating work, and as such, they’re good. It’s worth pausing to 
marvel at the capacity and blessing that organizations bring. 
For example, it’s inconceivable that a Boeing 747, with more 
than a million parts, could have been built without an 
organization. No one person — nor any number of informally 
associated people — could ever have stored the knowledge, 
gathered the resources, made the agreements, designed the 
processes, and executed the stages for such a venture. And so 
the power of organizations consists not only in the fact that 
they can make our work more effective and accountable: in 
many cases, they enable work which couldn’t have been done 
without them. Of course, it’s possible for great evil to be done 
through organizations (see below), but notice that the human 
ability to form organizations isn’t intrinsically evil.

Christian collaboration also happens in organizations. Until the 
end of this age, we should expect that Christians get together 
to undertake ‘Christian’ ventures — such as setting up a 
theological college — which couldn’t happen without the 
context of an organization.39

Meanwhile, organizations don’t always do good. On the one 
hand, they can wield their capacity to get things done in order 
to produce bad outcomes — bad products or services, for 
example. Organizations also go awry when they lose sight of 
blessing the community and seek to do good only to 
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themselves. This might happen if they start to focus only on 
profit or merely on self-preservation (in the case of, say, non-
profit organizations or even churches). When this happens, they 
can abstract themselves out of the communities in which they 
exist: their self-focus means they don’t take responsibility for 
anyone else around them. An example of this might be certain 
large resources companies. Mining and energy production can 
be good pursuits: they enable a creative re-ordering of natural 
resources for the benefit of many people; they provide 
employment, and so on. But some mining and energy 
companies carry out their business with regard only for their 
own profits. They take advantage of lax laws to exploit poor 
workers and to damage the environment. The efficiency and 
power of their organizations have been turned to ill purposes.

Exercise
With some friends, try to list five good organizations. What 
makes them good? Then try to list five bad ones. Where have 
they gone wrong?

Grounded in creation

Organizations’ capacity to get things done is grounded in 
creation — it’s part of the way God has structured the world. 
Organizations follow a certain set of rules — the kind of rules 
that are described in books on business or leadership. (If there 
weren’t observable rules, such books could never be written — 
each organization would either be unpredictable or 
idiosyncratic, such that wisdom gleaned in one organization 
could never be transferred to another.) This is what we should 
expect, given our observations about human nature in chapter 1: 
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we’re not designed to live and work alone; God has made us in 
a way that enables us both to work together and to observe 
how to work together. Clearly the rules governing organizations 
aren’t as clearly defined as those which govern the physical 
universe. They’re also more susceptible to change, because 
innovations (such as limited liability, globalized banking, e-mail, 
and calendar syncing) enable different kinds of organizing. But 
the rules are real nevertheless.

Politically authorized
In our context, organizations over a certain size are politically 
authorized. (If they’re not authorized, they’re a mafia.) The law 
determines the shape and extent of organizations’ power; it 
grants privileges (such as limited liability) and responsibility 
(such as employment contracts and reporting requirements). 
Such legislation provides the society’s baseline ethical demands 
for an organization. Naturally, Christians in a position of 
influence may choose to set a higher standard than the 
government — for example, they may be more generous with 
their employees, more committed to fairness in the supply 
chain, or more mindful of the environmental impact of their 
activities.

Able to serve over time

Organizations require a lot to sustain them. There need to be 
policies, procedures, accountability, audits, compliance, and so 
on. But this effort is worthwhile, because the ongoing existence 
of organizations permits them to serve people over a long time 
— longer than the lifespan of any one worker. In Japan alone, 
there are over 20,000 firms which are more than 100 years old;40  
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the Royal Mint in the UK dates from the 9th century. 
Organizations are a mechanism for storing knowledge, skills, 
and resources in such a way that it’s possible for them to keep 
serving tomorrow in the way they serve today. (Incidentally, this 
is one of the reasons that it’s good for a business to make a 
profit. It’s the same for us individually: as a volunteer I might be 
able to give a day or two to a cause, but if I’m paid to contribute 
to that same cause, I can do so for years.)

But again, this capacity to work into the future can be turned to 
bad ends. Some good organizations might be co-opted for ill 
purposes. (There are numerous once-Christian organizations in 
this category.) As mentioned above, others might simply start 
to maintain themselves for the sake of maintaining themselves. 

Organizations, roles, and relationships
Occasions for good

The context of work provides both opportunities and 
complications for relationships. These arise from:
• the nature of work itself — we interact with others on the 

basis of various roles. For example, I might become friends 
with my boss outside work. But regardless of our friendship, 
if the number of enrolments at my school drops, his role in 
the organization may mean that he has to make me 
redundant;

• the nature of work in the world — we sin and we have 
relationships with people who sin (both unbelievers and 
believers);

• the nature of work in the modern world — everything is 
interconnected. So, for example, we know about all kinds of 
injustice, but it’s hard to know what we’re responsible for. In 
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addition, most of us have contact with more people than 
we could hope to build relationships with: it’s difficult to 
know where to focus our attention.

One of the great benefits of organizations is the number of 
relationships that they enable. In cities in particular,41  many 
(perhaps most) of our relationships have their genesis in an 
organization — our job, a sporting club, a school, and so on. We 
hope that a number of relationships will grow to transcend and 
outlast the structure: for example, we join a council-run 
playgroup, through which we meet some other parents; 
eventually, we become friends with some of these, and we see 
them at other times and places outside the playgroup. But 
often the initial point-of-contact comes through an 
organization. This means that geography alone may play a less 
significant role in initiating relationships, even if it’s still key to 
how quickly and deeply they can develop. For example, I meet 
any number of people at work, but it’s easier to become friends 
with those who live in the same part of the city as I do — it’s 
easier to watch a film or go for an early-morning cycle together. 
These relationships are with a great range of people — 
colleagues, employers, investors, clients, suppliers, competitors 
(through industry associations, for example), local retailers, the 
chamber of commerce, government representatives, and so on.

Each of these relationships we develop also provides the 
occasion to be a blessing to people in ways other than just our 
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core business. For example, an individual might take initiatives 
to make their workplace a joy, by doing the dishes or 
periodically bringing in cakes to share. Or an internet service 
provider might ensure that its pricing is transparent and its 
communication is clear, and so on. As such, each of these 
relationships can also be an arena in which to display by our 
words and actions how good it is to follow Jesus. As a result, we 
trust that in some of these relationships we’ll be able to explain 
how good it is to follow Jesus — “to give the reason for the 
hope that [we] have” (1 Peter 3:15).

Occasion for ill: one-dimensional relationships

Equally, of course, these relationships can allow us to do ill. 
There are the simple temptations we have in any relationship to 
mistreat people, but there are challenges that are unique to 
organizations. For example, when we start a relationship within 
an organization, it’s usually in the context of some role: we’re 
colleagues; we’re both parents at a school; you’re the teacher of 
my children; you’re my waiter; you’re an investor; you’re an 
employee. There’s nothing sinister about this per se. But it’s easy 
to learn the habit of relating only according to that role, in a 
purely functional way, without ever moving into a more 
extensive relationship.42  This functional view can mean that we 
have very shallow relationships. It might also lead us to be quite 
different people in different contexts: I wear one mask when I’m 
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in the role of wise-cracking colleague; I wear another when I’m 
in the role of mild-mannered pew-sitter.

And we might be tempted to treat people as if the role were 
the only reality. An employer can treat an employee as though 
they’re only an employee, and not also a fellow-employee 
(because most bosses also have a boss), in some cases a fellow-
Christian, and more generally a fellow-human, with 
relationships and responsibilities outside the workplace. For the 
sake of illustration, imagine a mafia boss who apologizes for 
executing someone by explaining, “It’s just business.” He’s 
missed an important point: it’s never just business. Of course, 
most of us don’t go to such an extreme, but we’re prone to the 
same misunderstanding — that we can abstract ‘business’ from 
‘life’. This is impossible: work is part of life. As for the people we 
work with, for, or against, there are always more aspects to the 
relationship than merely work. So we must resist the ever-
present temptation to ‘take shortcuts’ (a euphemism for 
outright rudeness) with waiters, shop assistants, customer 
service operators, tele-marketers and so on.

As an aside, the notion of work/life balance really doesn’t help 
us here. Leaving aside my visceral and irrational reaction to the 
word ‘balance’, ‘work/life balance’ has embedded in it the idea 
that work is somehow distinct from life, rather than being a part 
of life.

Reflection
In your workplace, how can you serve your colleagues as 
people (rather than merely as colleagues)? If you feel that you’re 
not doing this very well at the moment, is there one person you 
could try to get to know outside work, and ask God for 
opportunities to do so?
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Again, these temptations don’t just apply in the secular world. 
Regrettably, we’ve heard too many stories of bad Christian 
bosses — people who treat their staff as though the only 
relational reality were that of employer and employee, and who 
overlook such things as being brothers and sisters in Christ, 
fellow-elders, and so on. Secular firms have accountability 
structures: if no one is willing to work for you, or you keep 
losing staff, eventually someone further up in the company 
hierarchy will take notice and fire you. Christian organizations 
should have these, too. But more than this, such accountability 
structures should never be a more powerful force than the Holy 
Spirit working to convict Christians of sin and to empower 
them to do good. Those in authority should notice that 
authority and responsibility go together in biblical ethics: 
parents have authority over children, and it’s an authority for 
the good of the children. Necessarily, then, it comes with the 
responsibility of doing good to them. All relationships of 
unequal authority are like this — not in detail (a boss’s authority 
is different from a parent’s), but in the principle that authority 
must be used to take responsibility for and serve the good of 
those under authority.

Reflection
• In what relationships are you under authority? Is that 

authority used well? How easy do you make it for others to 
lead you well?

• In what relationships are you in authority? How are you 
using your authority to serve those for whom you’re 
responsible?
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Of course, it’s not just employer-employee relationships that 
suffer from this tendency to approach relationships at a merely 
functional level: it’s every relationship in life (and again, 
particularly in cities, where the number of potential 
relationships can be overwhelming, so we just treat people 
functionally — in terms of what they can do for us).

We don’t have to build long-term, multi-dimensional 
relationships of sacrificial love with everyone we meet, but:
• we might be able to build some, and we could certainly 

look to deepen and extend the relationships we have at 
work; 

• we treat the people we interact with as whole humans. We 
need to remind ourselves that even if we don’t have a 
significant relationship with someone, other people do — 
not least the God who made us both.

Occasion for ill: unequal yoking

In addition to this temptation to treat people one-
dimensionally, we also face the challenge of being bound to 
them in unhealthy ways — what Paul describes as being 
“unequally yoked” (2 Corinthians 6:11–18). This is a difficult 
passage, and we can easily misapply it in two directions — on 
the one hand, we might think that it means we can never enter 
into business with unbelievers; on the other, we might think it 
has nothing at all to say about our dealings with unbelievers.

The image of being ‘yoked’ implies that we’re bound to 
someone in some way. The main thrust of Paul’s argument in 2 
Corinthians seems to be that being ‘unequally yoked’ means (a) 
being bound to others (b) in a way that creates an impediment 
to following Jesus. So firstly, (a) being bound to someone 
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means more than simply associating with someone. As Paul has 
previously written to the Corinthians, he isn’t commanding 
them to cut all contact with sinners: “In that case you would 
have to leave this world” (1 Corinthians 5:9–13). Rather, a 
‘binding’ relationship is one that creates a set of obligations that 
you must fulfil. Marriage is a clear example: by consenting to be 
married to someone, we’re consenting to a whole range of 
commitments — that we’ll live together, that we’ll have a 
sexual relationship, that we’ll share finances, that we’ll raise 
children together, and so on. There’s nothing intrinsically wrong 
with such a binding relationship: indeed, it can be a great spur 
to following Jesus (for example, Ephesians 5:22–33). But (b) it is 
wrong to be bound to someone who’ll impede our discipleship 
— someone who’s an unbeliever, for example (hence 1 
Corinthians 7:39). The example on view in 2 Corinthians seems 
to be that of false teaching: the Corinthians risk placing 
themselves under the authority of false teachers who would 
have them worship someone or something other than Jesus 
Christ. Submitting to false teachers (a) is a kind of binding, and 
(b) is clearly a stumbling block. The Apostle shows the 
impossibility of being bound in such a way: “what fellowship 
can light have with darkness?”, and so on (2 Corinthians 6:14–
16).

Pressing this principle a little further, we might say that some 
relationships are always bad, and should be avoided by all 
Christians (following false teachers, for example); some 
relationships might be bad for me or in these circumstances. For 
example, if a believer has been addicted to drugs or alcohol in 
the past, they may not be able to go out clubbing with their 
former circle of friends: this exerts too much pressure on them 
to return to their old way of life. In contrast, a believer who 
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simply doesn’t find such addictions appealing or tempting 
might easily pursue relationships with that same group of 
people: it’s not an impediment to them following Jesus. This 
isn’t to single out drugs or clubbing. We also need a detox for 
the more respectable middle-class addictions of material greed, 
financial security, private lust, and the never-satisfied yearnings 
of romantic comedies.

Applying this to work and organizations, if we don’t wish to be 
unequally yoked, we need to examine these two aspects of 
being (a) binding and (b) an impediment to following Jesus. 
There will be some fairly clear-cut examples. We shouldn’t work 
for inherently destructive businesses (such as betting shops). 
Similarly, it might be wise to avoid entering a business 
partnership with someone who’s acquired wealth by 
illegitimate means in the past.

But there’ll also be less obvious examples which are dependent 
on both the circumstances of the worker and their role in an 
organization. Some roles are more ‘binding’ in their obligations 
than others. For example, public relations officers are expected 
to present their organization in a positive light; lawyers are 
required to act in the interests of their clients; co-owning a 
business creates a set of obligations to other owners and to 
employees, and so on.

Circumstances, too, can affect the extent of binding — 
something about me makes me vulnerable to the demands of 
others, whereas someone else might not be so susceptible. 
These circumstances could arise in various ways, such as 
personal indebtedness or organizational dependence.
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So, for example, I might have a high level of debt — on credit 
cards, or a mortgage, or the like — which means that I can’t 
leave my current job. This in turn means that I’m vulnerable to 
abuse in this job (e.g. to work a lot of unpaid overtime), or to 
the pressure to be ungodly (e.g. to twist the truth to protect the 
company’s reputation). Less sinister, but perhaps more 
common, are circumstances where someone feels locked into a 
particular job because of their debt, even though another job 
would be better (because of their skills, or character, or family 
circumstances, or opportunities to serve in other ways, and so 
on). In such instances, the debt isn’t a bad thing in absolute 
terms: the problem is how ‘bound’ it makes me. That is, 
someone with $10 million can borrow an extra million without 
becoming bound. In contrast, someone with limited assets and 
means is substantially more vulnerable if they borrow the same 
sum.

Similarly, an organization can become bound by becoming too 
dependent on a single client or supplier. If this is the case for 
my business, that client or supplier might make demands of me 
that are inconsistent with following Jesus. For example, I might 
deal with a supplier who has a monopoly and charges 
unreasonable prices. I’m then pressured to pass the cost on to 
people who can’t afford it. (Certain pharmaceutical companies 
come to mind.)43

We mustn’t enter such binding relationships if they prevent us 
from following Jesus properly.
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Exercise
Talk with some other Christians in your industry. Where are you 
at risk of finding yourself unequally yoked?

Occasion for ill: participating in evil in a fallen, globalized 
world

In addition to unequal yoking, organizations provide the 
opportunity for direct involvement in evil. On one level, the 
principle seems fairly simple — we should flee such things! But 
the question is complicated by living in a globalized and fallen 
world: our interactions with one another are murky because we 
know (a) that somewhere in the supply chain it is entirely likely 
that some evil is being performed, and my participating 
inadvertently promotes that, and (b) that there are going to be 
parts of the system which I know very little about, and even if I 
did, I’d have very little influence over them.

As we try to navigate this, let’s notice that there’s a difference 
between:
• undertaking good, which can nevertheless be twisted into 

evil by those with evil intent, and;
• directly supporting evil.

We see this principle at work in the way that God “causes his 
sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the 
righteous and the unrighteous” (Matthew 5:45). In God’s 
common grace, he provides the conditions for evil people to 
exist and carry out their unrighteousness. But this is very 
different from directly promoting evil: God doesn’t even tempt 
anyone (James 1:13–15), let alone actually do evil.
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This distinction should allow us to participate in and pursue 
good in the world, knowing that some of the good we do will 
be twisted to unrighteous ends. For example, we can own a 
house, knowing that those who rent it from us may use it for ill. 
We can roast and distribute coffee, knowing that some of the 
establishments that buy our coffee may be promoting evil. We 
can repair a phone line, knowing that some of the calls made 
on the line will be to plan evil deeds. We have to ask whether 
evil is necessary, intrinsic, or exclusive to what we do, as 
opposed to being incidental to what we do. So, for example, I 
don’t think a Christian should be the landlord of a brothel. In 
this instance, the evil isn’t incidental to the rent paid on the 
property, but intrinsic to it. This is different from the case of the 
landlord who rents a house to someone for the good purpose 
of living in it, but the tenant chooses to do some evil there.

Let me give an illustration from real life. A friend of mine was 
offered a contract to do some branding work for a registered 
club. Such clubs typically have licences to permit gambling and 
to sell alcohol. (Often the most lucrative business is really the 
gambling.) At the same time, from their profits, many clubs do 
good in the community — they provide sporting venues, 
community meeting areas, cheap meals, and so on. This is a sad 
paradox: the gambling part of their business is a genuine 
peddling in misery, while the community services are genuine 
goods. These goods might not be provided by anyone else, and 
indeed, in the specific case of my friend, the club was providing 
a unique community hub. Should he take up the contract or 
not?

The decision he made was that if the branding involved 
promoting and building the community aspect of the club — 
in an effort to decrease its reliance on its evil underbelly — 
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then he would do the work. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the case: 
as he talked with the managers, it was clear that the club 
wished to use this branding to promote and encourage further 
gambling. In addition, it had plans to acquire more gambling 
machines, and it had adopted the practice of taking drinks to 
gamblers in order to reduce their time away from the machines. 
He turned down the work, at quite considerable personal cost. 
The point is that it makes a difference whether the club was 
seeking to grow or minimize its reliance on gambling — 
whether it wanted to leech more from the community or put 
more back into it. Certainly, both scenarios would’ve meant 
working with an organization which has the evil of gambling 
deeply embedded in it. But helping this organization to make a 
transition away from gambling revenue would’ve constituted 
doing good.

Difficult cases like this remind us that as a Christian community 
we need to help one another to think through our 
circumstances so that we can honour God in them. We need 
help both from those who work in our industry (because they 
know the terrain) and from those outside it (because they don’t 
share our industry’s assumptions about what’s normal, and so 
they don’t share our blindspots). We need others’ sober 
judgment: some of us will too quickly assume that we don’t 
have responsibilities where in fact we do; others will too quickly 
seek to assume responsibility where in fact there is none.

Reflection
Who can help you think through how to honour God in your 
circumstances? Whom can you help?
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On which, let’s return briefly to the question of globalization. 
This is complicated: some Christians say it’s too difficult, and fail 
to think about it at all; others are paralysed by it; still others 
become obsessive and encourage everyone to grow their own 
food and buy only secondhand goods. Thankfully some 
Christians have thought hard about these issues and we can 
benefit from their reflections.44  We shouldn’t be incapacitated, 
however, by ignorance: we need to act in the way that seems 
best to us now, even if we see occasions for repentance in the 
future. We should be liberated by Paul’s saying, “as we have 
opportunity, let us do good to all people” (Galatians 6:10; my 
emphasis). It encourages us to do good where we can, but also 
implies that we aren’t bound to do good where we can’t. (We 
might also draw some comfort from Ecclesiastes 7:16’s 
enigmatic saying: “Do not be overrighteous, neither be 
overwise — why destroy yourself?”)45  So we should care about 
whether our food, clothing, and consumer goods are made 
with respect for workers in the supply chain and for the 
environment. But we shouldn’t panic if we find out that a 
product we’ve been supporting for years is in fact unethically 
made. Of course, individual purchasing decisions are only a 
small part of the problem: we should also pray for and train 
Christians to be involved in industry and government, both 
directly and through lobbying.
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Together with the difficulties of globalization, we should also 
notice its peculiar opportunities for doing good. It can provide 
jobs where there’s skill to complete a particular task, but no 
market for the outcome of that task. (Manufacturing luxury 
items in poor countries is an example.) This need not be 
exploitative: companies from developed economies may 
uphold the same safety standards offshore as they have at 
home. They might provide better pay and conditions for 
workers than is required by the government in the country 
where the manufacturing takes place. Over time, by example 
and by direct lobbying, such companies might achieve a 
change in legislation for the benefit of all workers in that 
country. Similarly, in countries where bribery is common, 
multinational companies might refuse to participate. A more 
trivial example is an Australian business that set up in the US 
and offered staff four weeks’ annual holiday — an apparent 
extravagance in the US, but normal practice in Australia.

Conclusion
We’ve seen that the various contexts for work provide further 
opportunities for both good and ill. Having focused primarily 
here on the organizational context of work, the next chapter 
turns to discuss the eschatological context of work. That is, how 
is our work affected by the fact that we live in the ‘last days’ — 
the period between Jesus’ ascension and his return?
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6–7. Work and hope
A note on breaking up this double-chapter
This is a double-chapter on work and ‘eschatology‘ — that is, 
the theology of the last things (‘eschatos’ is the Greek word for 
‘last’). It explores how our work is affected by living in the last 
days — this period between Jesus’ ascension and his return. 
This is an extensive topic, so we wanted to allocate two 
sessions’ worth of time to it. We also wanted to give groups 
some flexibility in allocating that time — different groups will 
want to delve into different areas.

The double-chapter begins with an overview; the remainder is 
broken into three main sections: ‘Our hope’ (the past, present, 
and future shape of God’s kingdom); ‘Our hope leads 
to…’ (some implications of this kingdom for our work); ‘Creation 
work and redemption work’. One possible way to break the 
material up is to spend the first session more focused on the 
theology in ‘Our hope’, and then the second session more 
focused on the implications in the latter sections.
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Exercise
Discuss with some other Christians:
• What’s the gospel?
• What’s our hope?

Having looked at the organizational context of work, this 
chapter explores the salvation-historical context of work. How’s 
our work affected by the fact that we live in the ‘last days’ — the 
time between Jesus’ ascension and his return? Since this is a 
lengthy double-chapter, we’ll begin with an outline of our 
argument and then defend it and fill in some details.

Outline
The ‘Christ event’ — Jesus’ birth, life, death, resurrection, 
ascension, and promised return — has changed the whole of 
human history. This means it’s also transformed human work, 
but Christians disagree about in what way and to what extent 
work has been changed. This chapter addresses these 
questions, taking into consideration:
• how the Christ event has affected creation work and fall 

work;
• what redemption work is;
• how creation and fall work relate to redemption work;
• what will last into the new creation and what won’t;
• what the relationship is between the new creation and this 

creation;
• how the future affects what we think is useful or necessary 

now;
• how the creation mandate of Genesis 1 and 2 relates to the 

Great Commission of Matthew 28.
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We think that how a Christian views these things can have a 
tremendous impact on his or her ordinary, everyday life: this 
isn’t just theology for its own sake; it affects the real decisions 
we make about work and relationships. As we’ve spoken with a 
number of Christians about this, we’ve encountered two major 
faulty views of how the future or new creation is related to the 
present creation. We might caricature them as:
• Building the future. What we do in this world is building the 

future. When Jesus returns, he’ll take what we’ve done here 
as the starting-point. He’ll improve it and make it new, but 
he’ll be working with what we’ve built in this creation — our 
bridges, our artworks, and so on. Perhaps in this view the 
Great Commission is really a call back to the creation 
mandate, but it contains no new command.

• Burning the present. On this view, this world will soon be 
consumed by fire. Nothing that’s about to be destroyed has 
any real value or meaning. The only thing that lasts into the 
new creation is people, and so the only really meaningful 
activity in this life is evangelism (because this is what makes 
it possible for people to enter the new creation). Of course, 
we need to undertake creation work in order to survive, but 
this is a concession. Here, we might say that the Great 
Commission entirely supplants the creation mandate.

Common to both of these is the idea that the things that really 
matter are the things that last. The ‘building the future’ model 
has noticed the high Scriptural view of ordinary life — God’s 
concern for how we manage our families, our work, our 
finances, our relationships, and so on. Since these things matter 
to God, it reasons, they must last into eternity. Meanwhile, the 
‘burning the present’ model has focused on the newness of the 
new creation — perhaps from passages such as 1 Corinthians 3 
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or 2 Peter 3 — and assumed that since the things of this life 
won’t have lasting value, they have very little value at all.46

In contrast to these two views, we think that our lives in the 
present give an explained picture of the future. Many of the 
good things that we do in the present creation won’t last into 
eternity. But they’re good things nevertheless. Such things as 
prophecies and knowledge won’t last into the new creation 
(1 Corinthians 13:8–10), but they’re undoubtedly good.47  Even 
marriage won’t be part of the new creation (Matthew 22:30), 
but the Bible puts a high value on it now (Hebrews 13:4, for 
example). These ‘good things that won’t last’ are good in the 
present creation, but they also bear witness to the future. The 
way that we live in Jesus’ kingdom now is a picture of what that 
kingdom will look like when it comes in all its fulness. And the 
gospel we proclaim explains our behaviour: it explains how our 
present actions are informed by what God has done for us in 
Christ in the past and what he has promised to do in the future.

A metaphor may help. We think that the work we do today is 
like an architect’s model of a future building. The model isn’t 
the foundation of the real building, but it really does provide 
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Corinthians 3 is of a church built on anything other than the gospel. It doesn’t 
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we know it. In any case, Peter’s application is that “you ought to live holy and 
godly lives” (verse 11), which, in the context of his letters, involves the details of 
ordinary work and family life in the midst of a hostile state.
47 Indeed, we might go so far as to say that perhaps faith (Hebrews 11:1) and 
hope (Romans 8:24) will no longer be required in the new creation, but we need 
them now.
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some sense of what the building will be like. And yet it’s an 
incomplete picture, an impression.

In this, there’s no competition between what we’ve called 
creation and fall work (growing beans, pulling teeth, writing for 
magazines) and redemption work (speaking the gospel and 
praying). Rather, it’s precisely as these different kinds of work 
happen together that our witness is made complete.

This is a bald assertion of our view. In what follows, we’ll defend 
it, filling in some details of our hope for the future and how it 
shapes our present. But we need to place all of this in the 
context of the whole sweep of salvation history.

Our hope

Reflection
Read Genesis 12:1–3.
• Look forward: where do we see God’s promises fulfilled?
• Look back: how do these promises relate to the first eleven 

chapters of Genesis?

The Bible opens with God creating a “very good” world (Genesis 
1:31). God creates humanity as his image-bearers and stewards: 
they’re to rule over and care for his creation, filling and 
subduing it. God blesses them so that they can carry out his will 
(Genesis 1:28; 2:15). Their rule is kingly, and they perform the 
priestly task of bringing God’s blessing to the creation beyond 
the Garden (Genesis 1:28, 2:15).48  So Genesis 2 presents us with 
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a world that’s ordered and without conflict: there’s right 
relationship between God and humanity, between human and 
human (they’re “naked and yet without shame”; 2:25, ESV), and 
between humanity and the rest of creation. But as sin enters 
the world in Genesis 3, this harmony is disrupted: Adam and 
Eve are enticed by another created being to rebel against their 
creator. God’s judgment against them involves expelling them 
from his presence in the Garden. Conflict arises between the 
man and woman, and their stewardship of creation is 
complicated — in both tasks of filling and subduing. (Genesis 
3:14–19)

Nevertheless, this judgment isn’t God’s final word. The world 
remains very good, and God continues in his commitment to 
bless it. Indeed, in the midst of judgment, God speaks a word of 
hope — that the seed of the woman will bruise the serpent’s 
head (Genesis 3:15). God is still committed to blessing his 
people and the rest of his creation. We see this in how he deals 
with Noah (Genesis 9:1), and particularly with Abraham 
(Genesis 12:1–3). Through the seed of Abraham, God promises 
to bless all the families of the earth: he hasn’t abandoned his 
world. It’s worth labouring this point because it’s easy to 
overlook the link between Genesis 12:1–3 and the preceding 
chapters. Genesis 12 isn’t the start of something completely 
new; rather, it’s a newly revealed means of God doing what he’d 
always said he’d do — he will bless his world. If the narrative 
causes us to hope for the serpent-crusher, our focus is 
narrowed down to Abraham’s line: we know that God’s blessing 
will come through the seed of Abraham.

We see a partial fulfilment of God’s promised blessing in the 
nation of Israel, which is like a new Adam. Israel is placed in an 
Eden-like land of fruitfulness and rest, watered and blessed by 
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God, where they can enjoy God’s presence (Deuteronomy 3:20; 
8:6–10; 11:10–12; 12:5–10; 26:15). God gives Israel the task of 
fulfilling Adam’s kingly and priestly roles (Exodus 19:6; cf. 
Deuteronomy 4:6). As in Eden, God’s continued blessing in 
Israel depends on their obeying his word. God warns that when 
Israel disobeys, they’ll be expelled, just as Adam was 
(Deuteronomy 28:1-68). As we read on, we see that Israel 
followed Adam into sin, and that all the families of the earth 
weren’t ultimately blessed in them — at least, not in Israel the 
nation. It’s only when Jesus Christ appears that God’s promises 
are fulfilled. Jesus Christ is the true Israel, the true seed of 
Abraham, and a new Adam.

The New Testament explains that Jesus fulfils the whole Old 
Testament (Luke 24:27) and all God’s promises are “yes” in him 
(2  Corinthians 1:20). This includes, of course, fulfilling God’s 
promises to Abraham (Galatians 3:8–18). But as we noted, these 
promises to Abraham don’t come out of nowhere: they’re the 
solution to the problem laid out in the opening chapters of 
Genesis. So Jesus is the promised one who would crush the 
serpent’s head, doing away with sin and its effects. Christ Jesus 
is the new Adam and the ultimate king and priest (Romans 
5:11–19; Hebrews 3:1). The first Adam sinned, disrupting the 
good, ordered relationships between God and humanity, 
between human and human, and between humanity and the 
rest of creation. The second Adam, Christ, restores those 
relationships. By his death on the cross and rising to new life, he 
has paid the penalty for sin, opening the way to reconciliation 
with God (Romans 5:1–11). We who belong to him can also be 
reconciled to one another: we who have been forgiven by God 
can also forgive one another (Ephesians 4:32). In the power of 
the Holy Spirit, the blood of Christ can end the enmity between 
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Jew and Gentile (Ephesians 2:11–22); how much more should 
he break down other barriers, between rich and poor, old and 
young, and so on! When Christians form deep bonds between 
people of different ages, different ethic groups, and different 
socio-economic groups, they bear powerful witness to God’s 
reconciling work.

What’s sometimes overlooked, however, is that Jesus Christ 
redeems not just humanity, but the whole creation. The gospel 
is momentous news for everything that God has made. This is 
explicit in Romans 8:19–22 (cf. Colossians 1:20; Revelation 21:1–
5, etc.):

For the creation waits in eager expectation for the children of 
God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to 
frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one 
who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be 
liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the 
freedom and glory of the children of God. We know that the 
whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth 
right up to the present time.

God has proven both his intent and his ability to redeem his 
creation through the bodily resurrection of Jesus.49  Imagine that 
Jesus hadn’t been raised with a body. In this case, we might 
well think that God had abandoned this world to decay. But 
Jesus is raised with a body — a body which is no longer subject 
to the effects of sin and death. And in this, we see God’s 
continued commitment to bless his creation. Because the 
resurrection isn’t just for Christ Jesus: humanity and the rest of 
creation are caught up in this great salvation. Jesus is described 
as the ‘firstfruits’ of the resurrection, and all who trust in him will 
also receive new, resurrection bodies (1 Corinthians 15:19–26). 
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Moreover, God promises that Jesus will return to make all 
things new, and we’ll live forever with him in a world with no 
more sin, death, crying, mourning, or pain (Revelation 21:1–5). 
Living face-to-face once more with God, humanity will again 
have access to the tree of life (Revelation 22:1–5). This is our 
hope.

While we wait for Christ to return, God dwells in us by his Spirit 
and empowers us to live in the way he intended: as a kingdom 
of priests who worship him rightly and proclaim his praises to 
the rest of creation (1 Peter 2:9–12). By the power of the Holy 
Spirit, God has graciously set us free from sin to live a righteous 
life for his glory (Ephesians 2:8–10; Romans 8:1–14). Sin 
prevented Adam and Eve from rightly bearing God’s image, as 
they warred with God, with one another, and with the rest of 
creation. Now Christ, who’s the image of the invisible God, has 
come. And in him we’re being transformed to properly bear 
God’s image once more as we come to resemble our Lord and 
Saviour (Romans 8:29; 2 Corinthians 3:17–18; Colossians 3:10). 
We live, then, in a way that both pleases God and shows to the 
rest of creation the wonders of his grace. The way that we live 
as his people shows that his reign is good, not tyrannical. We 
show how to live rightly in God’s very good world — enjoying 
his good gifts and giving him thanks, worshipping the creator 
rather than the creation. And with the word of the gospel, we 
explain why we live the way we do: we proclaim the Lordship 
of Christ and the hope that we have in him (1 Peter 3:15).

In the context of the whole of salvation history, then, the Great 
Commission of Matthew 28 doesn’t override the creation 
mandate. Rather, it’s like the Abrahamic covenant of Genesis 12: 
it’s a new way of fulfilling that creation mandate. The creation 
mandate involves living under God’s rule, fulfilling our roles as 
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kings and priests as we bring order to God’s world. After Jesus’ 
resurrection and ascension, one necessary way that we bring 
order to God’s good world is by calling others to submit to 
Jesus’ lordship — to turn to him in repentance and faith and to 
obey all that he taught his disciples.50

This disciple-making is necessary, but it’s not sufficient: it’s not 
the only thing we’re called to do as God’s new covenant people. 
(If it were, the New Testament would only need to be a few 
pages long.) We’ve labelled this work of gospel-proclamation, 
prayer, and so on ‘redemption work’. Only Christians get to do 
redemption work, and all Christians get to do it. But 
redemption work isn’t the only kind of work we get to do. 
Christians also continue to do creation and fall work to the 
glory of God. But these are now shaped by the fact that in 
Christ we know God, we work for him, and he dwells in us by 
his Spirit to empower us to do so. We’ll return below to how 
creation, fall, and redemption work fit together, but we need a 
short digression to explore the nature of this gospel that we 
proclaim in our redemption work. Sometimes we have too thin 
a view of the Christian life because we have too thin a view of 
the gospel.51
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alien: we’re calling them to be truly human. God made us for thankful 
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Summarizing the gospel of Jesus and his kingdom

The word ‘gospel’ means ‘momentous news’; at its simplest, ‘the 
gospel of Jesus Christ’ or ‘the gospel of the kingdom’ is the 
news that Jesus Christ is Lord (Romans 1:1–4), or that the 
Kingdom of God is at hand (Mark 1:14–15). We only properly 
understand this declaration, however, in light of the whole of 
salvation history: it’s only in the context of the whole Bible that 
we understand what the Kingdom of God is and who its King 
is.52  This explains why it can be difficult to pin down a tight 
definition of the gospel: at different points in the New 
Testament, different elements of the gospel are in the 
foreground. For example, the theme of ‘justification’ is less 
prominent in Matthew, Mark, and Luke than it is in, say, Romans 
and Galatians. In the book of Acts, different gospel 
presentations have different starting-points and emphases. For 
example, Stephen’s speech to the Jewish leaders in Acts 7 and 
Paul’s to Festus and Agrippa in Acts 26 both rely on seeing how 
Jesus fulfils the history of Israel and God’s promises to Abraham. 
In contrast, Paul’s Athenian address in Acts 17 makes no 
reference to these things. This is an important observation for 
our Christian subculture: on the one hand, we can foreground 
certain aspects of the gospel which will speak most clearly to 
those around us; on the other, if we ignore certain aspects of 
the gospel, then we’ll be deficient in the way we show and tell 
who Jesus is and what he’s done.
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As we live in light of and proclaim ‘the gospel of the kingdom’, 
then, we should notice at least three elements:53

• It’s an upside-down kingdom. The Lord Jesus entered our 
world in humility. The majestic creator of the universe is also 
the suffering servant (Philippians 2:5–11). The future hope is 
for an ‘eschatological reversal’, where God judges the whole 
world with justice — restoring his people who were unjustly 
downtrodden in this world, and bringing low those who 
used their power to exploit others (Revelation 18). It’s a day 
of vindication for those who’ve become “slaves of God”, 
regardless of the cost to their worldly standing (see, for 
example, Luke 1:38; Philippians 1:1 with 3:4–11). This has 
implications for how we relate to God, to one another, and 
to his world. If even the Son of God did not grasp at equality 
with God, then how dare we seek to live as gods in his 
world? If he who deserved honour and glory poured himself 
out in the service of others, how much more should we seek 
to live in self-sacrificial love? If he died to redeem the world, 
how can we trample on its inhabitants? Jesus repeatedly 
describes the reversal of the world order inherent in his 
kingdom, with blessings for the poor, meek, and 
marginalized, and woe to the wealthy, well-fed, and lauded 
(see, for example, Luke 6:20–38). The gospel teaches us a 
new view of reality which cuts across our cultural 
expectations, replacing our thirst for wealth, power, and 
status with a dependence on God’s provision and glory. 

108 Good Work

53 We owe this insight to Tim Keller, and in particular to an address at the Acts29 
Dwell Conference, 2008. An explanation of the ‘upside-down’ kingdom and 
‘inside-out’ kingdom is available for free online at http://sermons.redeemer.com 
in his series, ‘The Mount; Life in the Kingdom’.

Review copy only. Please don't redistribute



(Without this view of the kingdom, our church is likely to 
crave idols similar to those of the surrounding society — 
we’ll live in the same houses, wear the same clothes, drive 
the same cars, send our children to the same schools, 
experience the same holidays, invest in the same funds for 
security.)

• It’s an inside-out kingdom. The gospel demands a renewal 
of our hearts, and our future hope is for a day where we’ll be 
completely free from not only the penalty and power of sin, 
but also from its presence. We’ll be spotless. Meanwhile, we 
strive for holiness in the present. We mustn’t be Pharisees 
who seek to change merely our external actions; rather, our 
lives can only be transformed by the powerful work of the 
Holy Spirit to give us new hearts and minds (Mark 7:6–23; 
Romans 12:1). The Spirit allows us to turn to Jesus Christ in 
repentance and faith, to receive the gift of the forgiveness of 
sins, to die to our old, rebellious way of life, and to live for 
him alone. (Without this view of the kingdom, our church 
will likely have a low view of sin and may degenerate into a 
works-based righteousness. We’ll seek to live good lives by 
ourselves, for our own glory. We’ll tend towards pride when 
we meet our own criteria for holiness, and despair when we 
don’t. Or, unable to cope with either of these outcomes, we 
may drift into an anything-goes vague spirituality.)

• It’s an already-and-still-to-come kingdom.54  The future hope 
is to see God’s kingdom in all its glory in the new creation. 
But that’s not the present reality. If we want to live rightly in 
the present, we have to recognize that this world groans in 
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the overlap of the old age (of sin and death) and the new (of 
forgiveness and life; see, for example Ephesians 1:21; 
Hebrews 4:9–11; 12:18–25; 1 Peter 1:3–7, 13). We must live in 
a world where we see some of God’s blessings already 
poured out, and yet we know that a thoroughly renewed 
created order is still to come. This saves us from two errors: 
on the one hand, we don’t simply ignore our world, waiting 
for it to be destroyed. We don’t pessimistically withdraw 
from the world, as if God were no longer at work in it. On 
the other, we don’t seek to create a utopian kingdom of 
heaven on earth: Jesus’ reign hasn’t yet been fully revealed. 
And so we strive to live rightly in this creation, knowing that 
there’s more to come. We do battle against sin in our lives, 
knowing that this is God’s will — and also that he’ll one day 
do away with the presence of sin altogether. We fight 
against injustice and poverty, knowing that this is God’s will 
— and also that one day he’ll put an end to all oppression. 
We live now in a way that bears witness to that future. And 
we proclaim our king, redeemer and judge: we explain to 
others how to live in his world; we warn them of his coming 
judgment; we liberate them with the news that they, too, 
can receive his gracious pardon and new life. (Without this 
view of the kingdom, our church will likely withdraw from 
the world. We might have a high view of personal piety — 
reading the Bible, praying, going to church — but a low 
view of how Jesus has an impact on our lives in the world 
‘out there’. We may have a high standard of confessional 
orthodoxy, but little idea how our doctrine pertains to life. 
We might focus on evangelism in an effort to save souls out 
of the world, but fail to love whole people in the world.)

110 Good Work

Review copy only. Please don't redistribute



Reflection
Think about your church culture. Has it integrated these three 
aspects of the kingdom?
• Does it care for the poor, share resources, and renounce the 

status symbols of our age?
• Does it preach the death of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 

of sins? Does it pray for the Holy Spirit to open blind eyes 
and soften hard hearts? Does it grieve over sin and yearn for 
holiness?

• Does it seek the welfare of its neighbours? Does it engage 
with contemporary culture and politics? Does it train people 
to glorify Jesus in their working lives?

Our hope leads to…
This is a panorama of salvation history — of God’s work in the 
past, of our hope for the future, of the already-and-still-to-come 
kingdom of Christ Jesus. It serves as the backdrop for every 
aspect of our lives today. But now we want to paint in some 
details in the area of work: in these last days — in the period 
between Jesus’ ascension and return — how does our hope 
colour our work?

…rest

Firstly, our hope leads to rest. This aspect of our hope is an 
important New Testament image of salvation; it weaves 
together several strands of Old Testament thought. Rest is 
linked to the Sabbath or the seventh day, observed in Israel as a 
day of rest. This Sabbath-rest is significant in a number of ways: 
it reflects the pattern of God, who rested from his creating work 
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on the seventh day (Exodus 20:8–11); it expresses Israel’s trust in 
God as provider (Exodus 16:11–34); it reminds Israel of salvation 
from Egypt (Deuteronomy 5:12–15). This last point highlights a 
more general theme of rest — rest from wandering, rest from 
enemies, and rest with God in his resting-place (Deuteronomy 
12:9–10; 1 Kings 8:56–60; cf. 2 Chronicles 6:41).

It’s primarily this final image of rest which the New Testament 
develops. “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, 
and I will give you rest,” says Jesus (Matthew 11:28). This ‘rest’ 
isn’t ‘worklessness’: it still involves taking up a yoke. But it’s “rest 
for your souls” (verse 29).55  Similarly, the writer of the letter to 
the Hebrews urges his readers to “enter God’s rest” (Hebrews 3–
4), which involves continuing to trust in Jesus.

Meanwhile, it’s still important to rest in the sense of stopping 
work — the creation pattern of ‘work six, rest one’ still holds. 
Our not-working, however, is different from Israel’s: 
theologically different, in that it’s not confined to a particular 
day (Romans 14:4–6), and; practically different, in that the 
modern world creates peculiar circumstances that make it easy 
to work constantly. As we noted in chapter 2, electricity, oil, and 
various technologies make it much easier to ignore the 
rhythms of days and seasons: it’s possible to work at any time. 
Also, work is bigger than your job: if you’re working five days a 
week for an employer, you probably have at least six days’ 
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However, when the Scriptures look forward to the reversal of the curse and the 
new creation, they tend to describe fruitful work rather than worklessness (for 
example, Isaiah 65:17–25; Ezekiel 47:7–12; perhaps Luke 19:11–27). Laansma, 
"Rest," in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology (eds. Alexander and Rosner; 
Downers Grove: IVP, 2001).

Review copy only. Please don't redistribute



worth of responsibilities once you factor in every other part of 
life (cooking, cleaning, friendships, family, and so on).

…doing creation and fall work differently

Secondly, our hope changes the way we work in the present: 
we work in a rest-shaped way. The threefold model of the 
kingdom can serve as a starting-point for sketching this out. 
(Some of these ideas are more fully developed in the next 
chapter.)

In the first instance, our hope should turn work upside down. 
That is, without Christ, our work provides endless opportunity 
for pride. This might be the thrill that comes when we tell 
someone what our job is; it might be a sense of superiority 
when we consider the wealth that we’ve acquired. (The flip-
side of this is that if we don’t have a high-status or well-paid 
job, then we may feel ashamed.) Similarly, those of us in 
positions of authority have the opportunity to lord it over our 
colleagues — to expect compliance with our will because 
that’s what the company hierarchy dictates.

But the inverted values of Jesus’ kingdom should teach us 
humility. Whether or not society accords us status on the basis 
of our work is irrelevant: on the one hand, we know that God 
approves of any good work (as described in chapter 2); on the 
other, we know that our value rests in Christ. He knows us fully 
and has loved us fully. The job that we have (and the skills that 
we use in it) are gifts from him: they’re used for his glory, not 
our own. And the fruit of our work is given to us for the good of 
others. Likewise, any authority we have in the workplace is to 
be used in the service of others — the organization and its 
various stakeholders — employees, suppliers, clients, and so on. 
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For example, in the school where I work at present, I have a 
good boss. He cares about the quality of the students’ 
education, which means that he’s willing to spend money on 
teaching resources and time on observing teachers and giving 
them feedback. He’s also very accommodating of teachers’ 
personal needs. As far as is possible, he’ll arrange timetables 
and holidays according to staff requests. At the same time, he’s 
not a weak-willed people-pleaser.

More broadly, if we rejected the values of our society and more 
consciously applied these upside-down values to our lives, we 
might expect a number of changes across the Christian 
subculture. For example, we might place a higher value on 
parenthood. This could include fathers arranging their working 
weeks in such a way as to prioritize family appropriately, where 
possible. For example, they might try to be present for at least 
one meal a day (perhaps starting their job early or late in order 
to do so). We would also value the (unpaid) work of mothers, 
rejecting the evil dilemma that our society puts in front of 
women: on the one hand, we say that raising children is a job 
no one would want; on the other, we say that it’s women’s 
work. We look down on or pity a woman who gives up her 
career in order to raise children; we persecute a woman who 
devotes herself to her career at the expense of her family. 
Christians should know how to value the work of parenting 
(without, at the opposite extreme, idolizing it).56

We may also expect the job-profile of the Christian community 
as a whole to change. That is, we might hope that our decisions 

114 Good Work

56 We’re not implying here that mothers shouldn’t do paid work outside the 
home, nor that fathers shouldn’t do primary childcare. Statistically, though, the 
‘traditional’ gender roles still hold, so we’ve described it this way for brevity.
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would be driven less by the status, pay, and security a particular 
job offers, and more by the actual good the job does. 
Sometimes this might mean that Christians pursue different 
careers altogether — that they take up trades, or open 
businesses that might serve an under-resourced community. 
For those who are gifted in traditional white-collar professions, 
this might mean making different choices within the 
profession. For example, if you’re doctor, you may be more 
willing to move to a rural area where both doctors and 
Christians are in shorter supply. But this might mean you have 
to train as a GP rather than another specialization, because 
most medical job opportunities in the country are for GPs. 
There’s nothing wrong with an individual being a tax 
accountant or paediatrician; there is a problem if Christians are 
only to be found in safe or well-paid middle-class professions.

Reflection
How do you feel about going to school reunions? Are you 
concerned enough about how others will view your 
achievements that you feel either pride or embarrassment?

Similarly, the inside-out values of Jesus’ kingdom should 
thoroughly transform our attitude to our work. Instead of being 
an arena for self-promotion, work becomes a place to do “the 
will of God from the heart, rendering service with a good will as 
to the Lord and not to man” (Ephesians 6:6–7, ESV). Work will no 
longer be a place to justify ourselves, because we know that 
we’ve been justified by faith in Christ. Therefore we won’t bow 
to pressure to overwork — we don’t need to prove ourselves to 
anyone.
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A friend who works in a male-dominated government 
department told me that the greatest temptations to sin he 
faces in his work culture are:
• misogyny;
• whingeing (about the boss and the work);
• laziness and lack of service;
• pressure to join the union (which in his opinion in his 

department actually contributes to the laziness and lack of 
service);

• falsifying expenses claims.

The answer to each of these temptations must involve the 
gospel of grace — my friend has to remind himself that he’s 
been rescued from sin, for service. If in the power of the Holy 
Spirit he’s working for the Lord, he’ll treat his few female 
colleagues well; he’ll be emboldened to speak up for them 
when others belittle them. While he might criticize certain 
elements of the work practice with a view to improving them, 
he won’t whinge. He’ll work hard to serve his clients: it may not 
always make him popular with his colleagues, but it’ll please his 
Master. At the same time, he won’t become a sanctimonious 
cretin: he’ll show love for his colleagues by treating them well, 
working well in teams, serving them where possible. He’ll be 
humble, be open about his own flaws, and apologize quickly 
for mistakes. As he prays for the desire and ability to work “as for 
the Lord”, he’ll display the fruit of God’s grace in his life.

…doing redemption work

Finally, our hope allows us to do redemption work. This is the 
work which belongs particularly to Christians — and to all 
Christians — in the last days, such as:
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• proclaiming the Lordship of Jesus, urging others to follow 
him, and mitigating the effects of the fall as we call for 
repentance from sin;

• praying ceaselessly;
• affirming God’s very good creation, enjoying it and working 

in it as his Spirit-filled image-bearers;
• explaining the creation to others (so that they can 

understand how it is both very good and fallen, and that 
condemnation isn’t God’s final word);

• living as a community of God’s people in such a way as to 
show his grace and reconciliation;

• encouraging one another with the gospel “daily, as long as it 
is called ‘Today,’ so that none of [us] may be hardened by 
sin’s deceitfulness” (Hebrews 3:13).57

As well as opening up the possibility of redemption work, the 
logic of the gospel also carries within in it the motivations for 
redemption work. We do redemption work because:
• it’s intrinsically appropriate to declare the praises of our 

creator and redeemer;
• it’s partly what we were created and saved for;
• it’s the appropriate response for those who’ve been 

recipients of love to love others;
• the gospel is ‘momentous news’, and embedded in the idea 

of ‘news’ is that you pass it on;
• we’re concerned that others hear about Jesus while there’s 

still time.
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In our pastoral setting, this mention of redemption work is likely 
to raise questions about its relative value: given that the time is 
short, shouldn’t we all be thoroughly devoted to redemption 
work? Isn’t that what’s most important? We think that an 
answer to these questions requires both close attention to the 
New Testament and an observation of how redemption work 
actually happens. In most instances, creation work and 
redemption work aren’t competing priorities: they’re both 
essential, and they work together.

Creation work and redemption work
Creation work and redemption work are both essential in 
this present age

Both redemption work and creation/fall work (hereafter, simply 
‘creation work’) are essential in this age. Redemption work 
clearly has a future focus, but as we’ll argue below, both 
creation work and redemption work are shaped by the future. 
This means that: 
• we live in the present age — we can’t neglect this, as if the 

last-day resurrection had already taken place, and as if such 
things as marriage and work were not good (1 Timothy 4:1–
5);

• we live differently in the present age — we know that this 
world isn’t all there is.

This dynamic surfaces repeatedly in the New Testament. 
1  Corinthians 15 is the longest treatment of the resurrection 
and the age to come. At the end of this chapter, Paul might 
have said something like, “Meanwhile, sit tight. Hunker down 
and wait for Jesus to come back. Since you and the whole 
world will be transformed, it doesn’t really matter what you do 
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now. Just make sure you pray and evangelize.” But that’s not 
what he says. Rather, the hope for God’s future is a spur to act in 
the present: “Therefore, my dear brothers and sisters, stand firm. 
Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work 
of the Lord, because you know that your labour in the Lord is 
not in vain.”58

Similarly, Colossians 3 opens with the extraordinary claim that 
we’ve been raised with Christ. The Apostle implores his readers, 
therefore, to “seek the things that are above…[and] set [their] 
minds on things that are above” (ESV). Here, we might say, is 
proof that our current lives are fleeting and inconsequential. 
But this would be a complete misreading. As we set our hearts 
and minds on Christ, who is seated at the right hand of God, it 
transforms the way we live in the present: we’re empowered to 
put to death ungodly desires and actions (verses 5–9) and to 
live distinctively as the people of God (verses 10–17), which 
includes the very earthy spheres of marriage, parenting, and 
work (verses 18–22). Once again, the end of the chapter 
provides a grand summary statement of how our hope for the 
future should transform our present: “Whatever you do, work at 
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it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for human 
masters, since you know that you will receive an inheritance 
from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are 
serving.” (verses 23–24)

More starkly, if I fail to do the redemption work of raising my 
children in the fear and instruction of the Lord, you might 
charge me with behaving like an unbeliever. But if I fail to do 
the creation work of providing for them, I’m worse than an 
unbeliever (1 Timothy 5:8).

And so until the end of the age, there’ll need to be both 
creation work and redemption work. Whatever else we might 
say about the relationship between the two, we need to begin 
by welcoming the fact that they’re both necessary ways to 
worship God.

This is true at the level of the Christian community, but it’s also 
expressed by every individual. Firstly, we all need to benefit from 
both kinds of work — we can’t live on bread alone, but nor can 
we live without bread. Further, many of us will also do both 
kinds of work. So, for example, in the ordinary course of events, 
many of us will be paid for creation work and we’ll volunteer for 
redemption work (running a Bible study or teaching school 
Scripture, for example). And at least some who are paid for 
redemption work will also volunteer for creation work (serving 
on a school P&C committee, for example).59  Having made the 
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59 Of course, the shape of every individual Christian’s life will be a bit different. 
The proportion of time one Christian spends pursuing a certain good might not 
reflect the proportion of time invested by the Christian community as a whole. 
This is a function of specialization. For example, the Christian community as a 
whole may only spend a tiny percentage of its time thinking about and doing 
accountancy. But if I am an accountant, a far greater percentage of my time will 
be invested in accountancy.
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point that both kinds of work are necessary, let’s turn to think a 
little more about each kind of work in the last days.

Creation work

Christians will necessarily undertake various forms of creation 
work — for the good of work itself, for the good of the fruit of 
work, and also because of how creation work relates to 
redemption work.

When it’s done well, creation work gives rise to opportunities 
for redemption work. As we lead distinctive lives — both 
individually and corporately — it should raise questions in 
others’ minds about why our lives are distinctive. And so we 
might have occasion to speak about Jesus: both the Lord of 
creation who makes sense of this very-good-yet-fallen world, 
and the Lord of redemption who’ll return in judgment and 
create a sinless future. 

For example, I’ve had opportunities to speak with colleagues 
about Jesus because over time they’ve seen my life — the way I 
talk about people, the way I treat students and colleagues, the 
way I care for my family, the way I apologize and seek 
reconciliation when I sin against them. Of course, I’m far from 
perfect, but following Jesus does make a difference. Now, it’s 
not that every single act has led to a gospel conversation (Boss: 
“Thanks for following up on those assessments for the 
Certificate IV.” Me: “Don’t thank me; thank Jesus!”), but rather 
that the shape of many small actions over time has raised 
questions that I’ve been able to answer with aspects of the 
gospel.

Of course, the fact that we must do creation work doesn’t tell 
us which work to do. In the Scriptures, God provides us with 
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limits and contours for how we should serve him: he gives 
principles, but he doesn’t prescribe precisely which work 
projects we should undertake in the next twelve months. 
Therefore we have freedom in the various ways in which we 
seek to bless the community. For example, the Scriptures tell us 
that we must welcome the marginalized, but our gifts and 
circumstances determine whether that means we serve in a 
soup-kitchen or in an ESL class or in an after-school playgroup, 
or whether we just seek to build relationships without an 
organizational context. (We’ll return to the question of decision-
making in chapter 9.)

Redemption work

While both creation work and redemption work are necessary, 
we want to go a little further and suggest a qualified priority for 
redemption work. We’ll articulate first why it’s a priority, and 
then why it’s qualified.
• First, redemption work is a priority because without it, 

there’d be no Christians and no church. At some point, all of 
us who follow Jesus have been the beneficiaries of 
redemption work: someone has explained to us the good 
news of Jesus Christ and his death and resurrection; 
someone has (we trust) prayed for us, and; God in his mercy 
has opened our eyes and called us to follow him. And this 
isn’t just the way we first come to know Christ; it’s how we 
continue to walk in him. We constantly need to hear God’s 
word, to turn to him in prayer, repentance, and faith, to 
receive and give forgiveness, to encourage and be 
encouraged by God’s people.

• Second, redemption work, when done well, might give rise 
to more and better creation work, as the saints are prepared 
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for works of service (Ephesians 4:11–12) — as they better 
understand the role and value of creation work, and, as 
recipients of love, they’re motivated and empowered to love 
others more deeply and sacrificially. (Of course, good 
redemption work also gives rise to further redemption work, 
as the whole body is equipped, say, to encourage one 
another with words of truth.)

• Third, we may need to place some emphasis on redemption 
work because it’s (physically) possible for us to neglect 
redemption work in a way that we can’t neglect creation 
work: if we don’t eat, we die, and so our body screams at us 
to care for it. If we don’t speak the truth to one another, we 
may well die spiritually, but without noticing (Mark 4:14–20; 
cf. Hebrews 12:12–17). In other words, it’s easier to notice 
the absence of ‘bread’ than the presence of ‘bread alone’.

But this isn’t an absolute priority in the sense that every 
opportunity for redemption work trumps every opportunity for 
creation work. This priority is qualified in that:
• First, creation work is still necessary: we can’t take 

something essential and relegate it to ‘not a priority’. In other 
words, Christians should never have to choose between 
being ‘an unbeliever’ and ‘worse than an unbeliever’. We said 
above that without redemption work, there’d be no 
Christians. Without creation work, there’d be no people at all.

• Second, not all redemption work is an end in itself. Part of 
the purpose of redemption work is that it lead to, equip, 
motivate, and shape creation work: that’s what it must do. In 
this sense, it may be better to say that redemption work 
precedes (rather than takes priority over) creation work — like 
cooking precedes eating.
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• Third, some aspects of redemption work are more important 
than others: some are necessary, and others depend on 
circumstances. There are a number of activities and attitudes 
which God prescribes for our fellowship — for example, we 
need to engage in evangelism, discipleship, forgiveness, and 
care for the marginalized; we require plural eldership; we 
have to speak the truth in love to one another, and so on. 
But our gifts and circumstances determine the precise 
shape these things might take. For example, our truth-
speaking might happen in monologue preaching, or in 
small-group Bible studies, or simply over the kitchen sink.

• Finally, redemption work almost always needs creation work 
in order to proceed. As we noted above, the opportunities 
for redemption work often arise out of good creation work. 
But redemption work often relies even more directly on 
creation work: for example, preaching a sermon usually 
relies on a computer, a microphone, a building, an 
organization; often the preacher is paid out of the fruit of 
others’ creation work.

Creation and redemption work aren’t opposed: they work 
together

It shouldn’t surprise us that we can only offer a qualified priority 
to redemption work: the New Testament doesn’t tend to rank 
gifts by importance; its emphasis is on the diversity of gifts and 
the need for us to use our gifts together for the common 
good.60  And so rather than nominating one set of gifts as ‘more 
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prophecy and tongues, he’s subverting the Corinthians’ desire for ‘showy’ rather 
than ‘serving’ gifts. He’s already insisted in chapter 12 that all the gifts are 
necessary: “If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing 
be?…God has placed the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he 
wanted them to be…those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are 
indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honourable we treat with 
special honour.”
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important’ and trying to wedge everyone into those, we should 
improve our understanding of how the various gifts God has 
given our communities work together. We should learn to 
depend on each other in order to bless those around us: how 
can we together create the conditions which give rise to the 
opportunity for people to hear about Jesus Christ?61  As soon as 
we start to think about the relational context in which people 
usually hear about Jesus, this diversity of gifts makes sense: 
some of us are better at organizing outings; some of us are 
better at including socially marginalized people; some of us 
have houses and cooking gifts that make it easier for us to do 
hospitality; some of us are better at initiating relationships with 
many strangers; others are better at sowing deeply into the 
lives of a few friends; some are gifted at public monologues; 
others have insight and experience to know how to bring the 
Scriptures to bear on the details of everyday life, and so on.

With this focus on how creation work and redemption work 
function together, one way of determining what’s most 
important is by observing what’s missing. If we’re meant to 
work together, using our gifts for the common good, then both 
theologically and observationally it seems wise to focus on 
supplying what’s lacking. This principle applies to a Christian 
community: they may notice that they don’t have anyone to 
teach them, or that they don’t have enough people with 
houses that permit hospitality, or that they have no business 
people who are providing employment and valuable services 
in the community. The ‘most important’ thing, then, might be to 
pray that God would raise up what’s needed and supply the 
requisite gifts; it might be to ask other churches to send what’s 
needed in a spirit of partnership; it might mean some people 
serving well outside their comfort zone.
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Similarly, we might apply this same principle to a city or a wider 
Christian sub-culture. A friend from a mid-tier capital city in 
Australia mentioned that they have no difficulty finding great 
paid church workers: they can recruit them to the city without 
difficulty. However, they find it very hard to keep godly workers 
over the long term, because many of them end up leaving to 
go to a bigger city for work commitments. In contrast, friends in 
France lament the lack of gifted and trained church leaders: 
many churches can’t find good Bible teachers and don’t have 
experienced, godly elders. In rural Australia, many churches 
can’t afford to pay someone to work for them full-time, so 
what’s needed there are people who have teaching gifts and 
who can be tent-makers — perhaps tradespeople, health 
professionals, or school teachers — whose creation work is 
portable, flexible, and greatly needed in the wider community.

Exercise
Reflect on what’s lacking in your church and in the wider 
community. How could you use your gifts to supply that lack? 
Do you need help from other churches?

What’s missing Gifts which could supply 
that lack
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When redemption and creation work go together, they 
build an explained model of the future

When the Christian community does both creation work and 
redemption work well, we build a great witness to what God’s 
done in Christ Jesus. We’re able to both show and tell how 
good it is to belong to and follow Jesus. And we can provide a 
glimpse of God’s future kingdom. By this, we don’t mean that 
we provide the building-blocks of the new creation — that the 
road we build today will necessarily persist into eternity. Rather, 
as we said in the summary at the beginning of this chapter, the 
work we do today is more like an architect’s model of a future 
building. The model isn’t the foundation of the final building, 
but it really does provide some sense of what the building will 
be like. And yet it’s an incomplete picture, an impression.

So when Christians do both creation work and redemption 
work well, what results is a testimony: we show that the world 
is real and good. We acknowledge that it’s also fallen, and we 
work to mitigate the effects of the fall. We explain that the 
future is good, and why.

At the same time, we’re able to show a glimpse of that good 
future: one of the purposes of doing good works is so that 
unbelievers may see them “and glorify God on the day he visits 
us” (1 Peter 2:12; cf. Matthew 5:16). It’s interesting that the 
Scriptures don’t dwell on the details of the new creation: there’s 
a lot we don’t know about the future. But we do know that 
there’ll be no more sin or mourning or crying or pain, and we’ll 
once more be in the presence of God (Revelation 21:1–8). The 
way that we live now both bears witness to and provides a 
foretaste of that sinless future — as we rejoice in our 
forgiveness in Christ, resolve conflict, share with one another, 
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seek the good of others, and work for the Lord. The life of our 
Christian community today should have at least some 
resemblance to the life of God’s people in the new creation.

If as a church community we don’t do creation work well, then 
we’ll fail to be a blessing to others and we’ll tend towards 
hypocrisy. We’ll speak about the love of God in abstract and 
metaphysical terms, but there’ll be very little evidence of it in 
our lives. We’ll fail to look for genuinely good work; we’ll value 
(or despise) work for the same reasons as the rest of society. We 
won’t know how to live wisely and gratefully in God’s creation. 
And so our witness to Jesus will be compromised.

Meanwhile, if as a church community we don’t do redemption 
work well, then we’ll have lost what’s distinctively Christian 
about us: any good we do will go unexplained. So while our 
work may please God in itself and be a blessing to others, we 
won’t be able to love others in the distinctively Christian way of 
praying and proclaiming the gospel. We won’t see people turn 
from idolatry to serve the true and living God, and so share the 
future with him.

We must let creation work and redemption work co-operate in 
order to create an explained picture of the future.

Reflection
• How does your Christian community bear witness to 

Messiah Jesus and his future?
• What is one concrete area that you could pray for and work 

on in order to improve your witness?

128 Good Work

Review copy only. Please don't redistribute



8. The worker
Reflection
How do you glorify God in your work?

Often our reflections on work begin with ourselves: when we 
wonder how to glorify God in our work, we start with our 
workplace attitudes and behaviour: “I shouldn’t gossip”, or, “I 
shouldn’t slack off.” This is important, but we don’t think this is 
the first question to ask. We should begin with the value of the 
work itself: who benefits from this work, and how? Our work 
itself glorifies God: it’s the means he’s chosen for us to share our 
gifts and to do good to one another.

And so we’ve intentionally waited until now to address the 
godliness of the worker: when we ask about the life and 
conduct of the worker, we do so having already examined the 
good of work, its fruit, and its organizational and salvation-
historical settings. In other words, if we want to glorify God in 
our work, we need to pay attention to what we do, where we 
do, with whom, and how. And so we hope that by now, when 
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you think about the topic of work, your first instinct isn’t to 
think about yourself.

Working for the Lord
Work is good for the worker

In our culture, there’s deep confusion about what work is and 
what it’s for, and this has implications for how people pursue 
their work. We live in an age that’s obsessed with the good that 
work brings to the worker. For some people, at least, there’s also 
the desire to do work that ‘makes a difference’. But broadly 
speaking, the accent still falls on the value of work for the 
worker. Typically this value is located at two points: status and 
wealth. (Wealth is appreciated for a number of reasons: for the 
lifestyle it can buy you, for the status it can bring in its own 
right, and for the feelings of security it can generate.) The 
winner in our society is the person who manages to do 
interesting and useful work for which they’re acclaimed — but 
not so acclaimed they get mobbed: it’s more important to be 
known by the right people than by everyone. They’ll also need 
to be paid well — well enough not to need to work, and well 
enough to enjoy ‘meaningful’ leisure. And ideally all this won’t 
take too much time: they want to be able to properly enjoy all 
this acclaim, money, and leisure.

The writer of Ecclesiastes pursued goals that sound familiar to 
the contemporary West.62  He set out to discern “what people 
gain from all their labours at which they toil under the sun” (1:3). 
In 2:4–11, he outlines his intense activity and its three 
objectives:
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41.
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• personal fulfilment (“My heart took delight in all my labour, 
and this was the reward for all my toil”; 2:10);

• reputation (“I became greater by far than anyone in 
Jerusalem before me”; 2:9);

• a desire to consume (“I denied myself nothing my eyes 
desired; I refused my heart no pleasure”; 2:10).

The outcome is devastating: “Yet when I surveyed all that my 
hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything 
was [fleeting],63  a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained 
under the sun.” (2:11)

Work can’t provide ultimate fulfilment. This has led some to 
think that work itself has failed, or that work won’t do any good 
to the worker. But this is like saying that water has failed 
because a culture attempted to use it to cure hunger. The 
problem wasn’t with water, but in using water for things it 
couldn’t achieve. Similarly, our culture’s problem isn’t work itself, 
but wanting things from work that it just can’t deliver.

Our self-fulfilment view of work is so seductive because it’s 
sometimes right: work can indeed enable fulfilment, reputation, 
and consumption. But these are secondary outcomes. Pursuing 
these secondary outcomes as ends in themselves is doomed: 
that’s not what God made work or workers for. The primary 
outcomes of work are those we’ve explored in chapters 1 and 2: 
work is a way for us to love one another. When we pursue 
work’s proper ends, we find both that it’s possible to do good 
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work and that work is good for us as workers. God made us to 
work, and so as we work, we’re fulfilling part of God’s design for 
our life.

Work is pursued for God’s glory

This chapter explores the what it means to be a ‘good worker’. 
In the context of work, the Apostle Paul writes:

Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for 
the Lord, not for human masters, since you know that you will 
receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord 
Christ you are serving. (Colossians 3:23–24)

While we might enjoy secondary goods such as a degree of 
fulfilment, acclaim, security, and consumption, these aren’t our 
primary objectives. Rather, our work is shaped by the 
knowledge that we’ve been made and bought by Christ — that 
we work now for him, and he is our ultimate reward. Our 
deepest desire, then, should be to work for his glory.

In saying this, we need to emphasize that ‘glorifying God’ isn’t a 
separate activity in itself; rather, it’s the by-product of acting in a 
godly way. That is, if my attitude and actions are godly, then I’m 
glorifying God — I don’t need to do a separate activity of ‘glory-
bringing’. So if we want to glorify God in our work, we need to 
do good work and be good workers. It’s not enough to have a 
vague, pious desire to glorify God: we have to do actual good.64  
As a first step, then, we need to describe what it means to work 
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64 There’s a current in contemporary evangelicalism which speaks a lot about 
glorifying God, without ever getting into the nitty-gritty of what this looks like in 
daily life. We’re delighted when people are enthusiastic about Jesus, and we pray 
for the Holy Spirit to fire our hearts with a desire for his glory. But if we never talk 
about the details of life, this desire can only be disappointing: it won’t issue in 
actual godliness in the real world. For more on this, see the Groundwork 
Everyday Course Love and Wisdom.
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in a godly manner for the Lord — what it means to be a good 
worker.
So here’s another reason that we’ve left it until now to discuss 
the good of work for the worker: we were concerned that if 
we’d dealt with it early in the book — even if we’d said different 
things from the culture around us — we would’ve 
inadvertently reinforced the idea that work is about the worker. 
By raising it here, we hope to avoid two errors:
• a Christianized version of our culture’s idolatry. Sometimes 

talk of ‘how I glorify God’ can be a thin veil hung over the 
unsightly pursuit of status and identity through our work.

• locating all of godliness in the worker. As we’ve said, often 
when Christians think about honouring God in the 
workplace, they default to discussing their attitude. Without 
a broader theological background of work, it’s very difficult 
to know how to work well. And there’s no point working 
well if your work itself is no good — God won’t be pleased 
with the ‘work’ of gangsters, however diligent or competent 
they may be.

With this background in mind, then, let’s ask how the worker 
might glorify God. We’ll look at this from three vantage-points:
• The worker as disciple — how work fits with the rest of your 

responsibilities as a follower of Jesus;
• The disciple as worker — how you as a disciple fulfil those 

responsibilities which are peculiar to being a worker;
• The worker at rest — how you deal with the particular 

pressure we face in our culture to overwork.

The worker as disciple
The first thing to note is that our primary identity isn’t the work 
we do: in the first instance, we’re followers of Jesus. However 
useful the things are that we do or make, they don’t make us.
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This is deeply counter-cultural: the first question we tend to ask 
people when we meet them is, “What do you do?”, by which we 
mean, “What’s your job?” It’s a key way for our culture to judge a 
person’s ‘value’ (in terms of both status and wealth). As 
Christians, we must consciously remind ourselves — and 
indeed, one another — that our culture is deceived at this 
point. Our identity lies in Christ: we’re a people whom God has 
made, redeemed, and called to follow him; by the blood of 
Jesus, we’ve been forgiven for our sins and given new life; God 
lives in us by his Spirit, and we serve him as we do the good 
works which he’s prepared in advance for us to do. As we spend 
time together as God’s people, we should learn the reflex of 
asking not just, “How’s your week been so far?”, but also, “What’s 
God been up to in your life recently?”65

As we welcome our identity and worth in Christ, we’re freed 
from the need to identify ourselves by our work. This allows us 
to welcome the other responsibilities and gifts that God’s given 
us. Again, ‘glorifying God’ and ‘following Jesus’ aren’t abstract 
categories; they’re not consigned to a special ‘religious’ time of 
the week (say, a couple of hours on a Sunday morning). Rather, 
we worship God with our whole lives, as we honour the specific 
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65 We might also look to subvert our culture in various ways. At a culture-wide 
level Christians should joyfully do work that’s valuable (in that it’s an expression of 
love), even if it has low status or pay. On an interpersonal level, we should learn 
to talk about our work in terms of the good it does to others. When we’re talking 
with someone who’s not doing paid work (e.g. a mum or a retiree), we shouldn’t 
default to talking about what they ‘used to do’ (which may imply, ‘back when you 
were a valuable member of society’). We might even think of alternatives to the 
common greeting of, “What do you do?” This isn’t a call to be socially awkward 
for its own sake, but there may be better things to ask. I sometimes ask, “How 
do you normally fill your week?”, which at least allows people to talk about 
something other than their job.
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responsibilities he’s given us.66  For example, if we’re married, 
then we worship Jesus in the way that we treat the spouse he’s 
given us. This will have a general shape, which differs for 
husbands and wives, but also thousands of particular details 
bound up in the personality and circumstances of this particular 
spouse: some husbands may love their wives by arranging an 
adventure holiday for them; some wives might feel distinctly 
unloved by the same preparations. Similarly, if we’re parents, we 
glorify God in the way that we raise our children in the 
instruction and fear of the Lord.67  Whatever our circumstances, 
we have a range of responsibilities in our lives — for family, for 
friends, to the government, for those who know Jesus, and for 
those who don’t. In each situation, we glorify God as we do the 
loving and wise thing demanded in our God-given 
circumstances.

For many of us, one such circumstance is work. It provides us 
with an organizational and relational network which implies a 
certain set of responsibilities. As is often the case, there are two 
polar errors, here:
• We privilege the responsibilities of work to the detriment of 

our responsibilities in other spheres of life. We don’t spend 
enough time with our families, for example, or we fail to 
make the effort to invest in friendships with people who 
don’t know Jesus.

• We downplay the responsibilities of work because we don’t 
see how it fits in with other spheres of life or Christian 
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discipleship. So we minimize how we serve in the workplace 
in order to take our children to various extra-curricular 
activities or so that we can be involved in more formal 
ministries in our church.

In the middle ground between these extremes, there are real 
decisions to make, and these decisions may be difficult. 
Whatever our circumstances, we’re limited creatures: there are 
only so many opportunities or responsibilities we can take on. 
Saying “yes” to some necessitates saying “no” to others. For each 
person, the shape of these will be different and the details of 
what we do will shift over time. For example, if your spouse is 
depressed, you should probably avoid work which makes heavy 
demands on your time and emotional energy: you have a prior 
commitment to your marriage. If you’re the only Christian in 
your workplace, you might need to be involved in fewer formal 
ministries in your church, so that you have more time and 
energy to invest in loving a few of your colleagues in many 
ways. (Naturally, wherever possible, this will involve introducing 
them to other Christian friends, so they can see how the love of 
Jesus transforms his people; John 13:34–35.) If your work is 
flexible enough, you might be able to negotiate an earlier or 
later start time, so that you can be present for at least one 
family meal. If you’re starting a new business, there’ll likely be a 
season where this will absorb more of your energies. This isn’t a 
bad thing in itself: the aim is that the business be a way for you 
to love people over time, and so you might hope that sowing 
now will lead to harvesting later. But people can be ensnared 
this way: the responsibilities of the business can come to 
supersede all others, not just for a season, but indefinitely.

Again, there are two ways of mishearing this: some will wish to 
shirk responsibility, and justify it by saying that overwork is 
idolatry; others will overcommit, and justify it by saying that 
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they’re working for Jesus. To help avoid these errors, we might 
adopt the metaphor of ‘filling your plate’.68  That is, God has 
given each of us a plate — a set of gifts and circumstances 
which determine how much responsibility we can take on. The 
goal is to fill your plate — not to take a meagre portion in order 
to maximize leisure or comfort, nor to overfill so that things fall 
off the edges. We should welcome the capacities God has given 
us — whether they’re great or small. And we should seek to use 
those in pursuit of his glory.

Our different capacities give us a good occasion to act 
mercifully towards each other. When we see someone who’s 
able to take on more than we can, our temptation may be to 
envy — to start talking about how they’re a workaholic, or how 
they’re trying to impress people, or how no one can really be a 
supermum, and so on. Of course, it’s possible that they’re 
overworking, but it’s also possible that they’re just differently 
gifted. I, for example, can’t survive on four hours’ sleep a night, 
but I know people who can. Similarly, those who have 
incredible capacity are tempted to look with contempt on 
those who can’t do as much, as if their own abilities were the 
result of increased godliness, as opposed to increased 
giftedness. Again, it’s possible that if someone’s doing a lot less, 
they’re lazy, but it’s also possible that they just have less 
capacity, or that their circumstances bring certain challenges, or 
even that the kind of work they do takes more energy, even if it 
takes less time.

The way forward in all this is to learn how better to connect the 
dots between our Christian discipleship and the details of our 
lives. We should think through our responsibilities carefully, 
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prayerfully, and in discussion with others, so that we can know 
how best to worship God with the lives that he’s given us (see 
Romans 12). This will require us all to have good-quality 
Christian relationships in which we can apply the truths of 
Scripture to the specific circumstances we’re in. We’ll have to 
learn about the particular circumstances of each other’s work. 
Church leaders, especially, need to put time and thought into 
understanding the shape, challenges, and opportunities of the 
work of the people they shepherd. Naturally, they won’t be able 
to know the intricacies of every industry, but they can model 
what it looks like to know something about some of them. In so 
doing, they’ll foster a culture where we take the time and effort 
to understand each other’s lives so that we might in turn 
encourage each other in good works for as long as today is 
called today (Hebrews 3:12–15; 10:19–25).

Reflection
1. How full is your plate?

2. Spend some time thinking about the various responsibilities 
you have — to work, to family, to other believers, to 
unbelievers.
• Are there any where you can thank God for the grace he’s 

shown you over the last 12 months?
• Are there any you’re neglecting?
• Is there anything you need to prune, so that you can redirect 

your focus? (For us, for example, we’ve found that there are 
dozens of Christian people we’ve known in various churches 
in whose lives we can no longer fully invest, because we 
need the time to invest in relationships with people who 
don’t yet know Jesus. Of course, we maintain a number of 
close friendships with believers, but we can’t keep up with 
everyone we’d like to. It’s painful, but we trust that we’ll get 
to spend time with them in the new creation.)
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The disciple as worker

Reflection
• Think about some people you’ve enjoyed working with. 

What’s made it enjoyable?
• Think about some people you haven’t enjoyed working 

with. What’s made it painful?

So work isn’t the only responsibility we have, but it is one 
responsibility. And the way we fulfil it should be shaped by the 
fact that we follow Jesus.69

Much of what you need to know about being a disciple in the 
workplace is intuitive: if you’ve done the reflection in the box 
above, then you probably already know what kinds of attitudes 
and behaviours to adopt or avoid. Nevertheless, we’ll tease out 
a few points. The way we live as Christians in the workplace will 
largely be in response to the nature and purpose of work, so 
we’ll focus our attention there.

Do your work competently

Work involves doing something, and so in order to be a good 
worker, the most basic requirement is that we be competent in 
our work. This seems almost too obvious to mention, but we all 
know examples of the Peter Principle — that in a hierarchy, 
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employees rise to the level of their incompetence.70  There’s 
value, here, in good professional development and 
performance reviews.

But notice that the bar is ‘competence’, which may not 
necessarily mean ‘excellence’. The need to fulfil a range of 
responsibilities may mean that you don’t have the opportunity 
to be excellent at your job. This is an aside, but it’s come up 
often enough that we think it’s worth mentioning. A number of 
people have said to us something along the lines of, “If I’m 
working for the Lord, I should be the best engineer I can 
possibly be.” But no one is merely an engineer: they’re also a 
child, a friend, a citizen, perhaps a spouse and parent. A 
thorough devotion to engineering (if built on appropriate 
talent) might indeed result in engineering excellence, but it 
may do so at the cost of basic competence in a range of other 
areas. There’s some truth to the stereotype of the mad genius.

Meanwhile, some jobs do require excellence and precision: you 
can’t be competent without being excellent — a concert 
musician or a surgeon, for example. (Some specifically Christian 
work is like this, too: there are some extraordinarily gifted 
preachers who can build a huge church through sermons; 
there are some amazing thinkers and writers who make able 
theologians.) Most people don’t have the raw talent necessary 
to perform these tasks (and sometimes we’re in a position to 
love them enough to tell them before the market does). The 
more your job requires excellence, the more important it is that 
you be insanely suited to it. Otherwise, the job will require so 
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much effort that it comes to govern your whole life. Everyone 
else will suffer from your pursuit of excellence, which may 
amount to little more than self-indulgence.

Having said this, the modern world has a tendency towards 
specialization. Many jobs at all skill-levels can be outsourced 
anywhere on the globe, which means that those of us who live 
in economies with high living and labour costs may need to 
find a niche. It’s hard to justify spending $100 an hour on an 
Australian programmer when an Indian programmer can do 
the same job for $8. Survival might involve bringing a unique 
benefit; it may mean moving further along the spectrum 
towards excellence.

Nevertheless, jobs requiring excellence are still in the minority: 
for most of us, good enough is good enough. For example, I’m 
never likely to be an excellent teacher of English as a foreign 
language: the way I prefer to learn foreign languages is fairly 
unusual, so I’m always battling my instincts when teaching 
others. Other teachers are far more gifted than I at developing 
rapport with students. But I’m still competent; I still fulfil my 
responsibilities to my students and my school; I still attend 
professional development sessions in order to improve. I’ll just 
never be excellent. Meanwhile, the job fits very well with the 
rest of my life’s responsibilities.

This isn’t an excuse for sloppiness — our work still needs to be 
good enough — but it is a call to repent of unnecessary 
perfectionism. As we’ll discuss further below, perfectionism is 
rarely a sign of godliness: it’s easy for us to be driven by a desire 
for our own glory, rather than God’s.
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Work well with others

Work is (usually) collaborative, and so we should expect to have 
many opportunities to love others. This might include such 
things as being honest: not over-promising to our clients or 
exaggerating our strengths; meeting deadlines; admitting our 
own errors or incompetence; not being passive-aggressive. It 
might mean being self-sacrificial: taking on a team role which 
we don’t prefer but which is needed; working a bit longer or 
harder than strictly necessary, so as to produce a better product 
or to save someone else some time down the track; washing 
up other people’s dishes, or bringing in a cake for morning tea. 
It might mean taking an interest in what others do outside 
work, and perhaps helping to organize events where we get to 
know one another other than as colleagues. It might mean 
being a peace-maker: working to resolve conflicts and fix 
mistakes in a gracious way, rather than escalating, blaming, or 
trying to get our own way through intimidation. It might mean 
being inclusive of outsiders and working to break down cliques, 
even if it affects our own social capital. It might mean taking 
the initiative to train others, because it’s good for them, for our 
clients, and for our company. It might mean thinking through a 
promotion or change of job not just from the point-of-view of 
benefits for me, but also of costs to others.

Work is also organized, and often hierarchical, so we’ll have 
opportunities for servant-headship and submission (Ephesians 
6:5–9). As managers, we’ll lead by example and give others 
responsibility in keeping with their competence (rather than, 
say, leading by tyranny, micromanaging, or dropping people in 
at the deep end). We’ll be consistent; we won’t show 
favouritism. At the same time, we’ll consider our employees as 
whole people, not merely as cogs in a corporate machine. As 

142 Good Work

Review copy only. Please don't redistribute



managees, we should reject the worldly notion that all 
authority is corrupt and something to rebel against. Authority 
structures are part of how God has made us: they’re there for 
our good. Of course, power is often abused, but that doesn’t 
mean that all power is abusive: there are good managers. In any 
case, we shouldn’t be the ones seeking to undermine or 
slander our bosses (even if abstaining from such behaviour 
comes with a social cost to us). In instances where there’s abuse 
of power (say, bullying or sexual harassment), most companies 
— and, in liberal western democracies, most governments — 
will have rules governing how to deal with such cases. We 
should have the courage to defend the vulnerable, even if it 
comes at a cost to us. In addition, we won’t be ‘eye-pleasers’ — 
those people whose talent for self-promotion far outstrips their 
talent for work. They schmooze their superiors; they strive to 
see that team successes result in their own glory, and that 
mistakes are blamed on someone else. Often this works, at least 
for a while, and they can be promoted quickly. But this is hardly 
Christlike conduct.

Expect both joy and frustration

Work is good, but it’s also affected by the fall. So we should 
expect both joy and frustration. We’re made for work; therefore, 
we should expect to find it satisfying. It’s a gift and privilege, 
and so we should be joyful and thankful workers (Ecclesiastes 
5:18). But work is satisfying in the way that a glass of water is 
satisfying: it’s transitory, and it can’t meet all our needs. We’ll 
need to drink again, and we’ll need living water (John 4). The 
temptation to sin, here, is that work can become an idol for us. 
We might pursue the satisfaction of work at the expense of 
other necessary things. (We’ll explore this further below.) Or we 
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might engage in work for ill ends — to secure status and self-
worth, for example. 

In Genesis 3:17, God cursed the ground — the arena of our 
work. And so we should expect to find work frustrating or 
boring. In these moments, we might ask God to give us 
patience and grace in our dealings with those around us. We 
might remind ourselves that God has given us his Spirit for 
patient endurance. We might just need some perspective to 
see that it’s not really all that bad! In any case, we won’t give 
way to grumbling: we’re a thankful people (Ephesians 4:29; 
5:18–20).

Work and witness: be more than just a worker

We should be good workers out of love, and because doing 
good work is a good end in itself. But it also adorns the gospel 
(Titus 2:1–10). If our lives are distinctively Christ-shaped, we may 
find that this raises questions about the hope that’s in us (1 
Peter 3:15). Imagine, for example, how surprising it might be if 
we genuinely rejoiced in others’ success. Or, in a culture 
addicted to whingeing, imagine how distinctive we would be if 
we didn’t moan about negative aspects of our workplace. 
Imagine how much stranger still it would be if we also noticed 
and gave voice to some positive things. As discussed, we 
should seek and pray for occasions to include our colleagues in 
life outside work and in our Christian community. This will help 
us to develop genuine friendships, so that our evangelism is 
relational. Our call to repentance will then be loving and 
intelligent, and the Jesus we proclaim will be an attractive 
alternative to our friends’ idols.71
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Review copy only. Please don't redistribute



In a commuter culture, sharing life won’t always be simple, so 
we might need to be creative. There’s a great role here for 
formal networks of Christians in commercial hubs (i.e. 
‘workplace ministries’). We might also look to redeem our 
commute where possible — to commute with someone from 
our church, or one of our colleagues, or both; to listen to a 
sermon or read a Christian book; to make phone calls.

The worker at rest

Reflection
Do you often feel busy or tired? Why?

Across the English-speaking West, there’s a trend towards 
overwork. 15% of Britons and one in five people in the US, 
Australia, and New Zealand work more than 50 hours per 
week.72  Longer official working hours don’t represent the whole 
story, however: many people also work overtime for free.73  In 
addition, the UK (25%), US (29%) and Australia (30%) all have 
high percentages of people regularly working in the evenings 
or at weekends.74  Even holidays aren’t periods of rest: an AP poll 
found that one in five Americans took their laptops on holiday 
with them. 19% said they worked during their holidays, 20% 
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said they checked their work voicemail, and another 15% called 
to check in at work.75  All of this has an inevitable impact on 
time available to spend with family and friends outside work.

For some people, longer working hours are unavoidable: if your 
skills aren’t valued in monetary terms, or if wages are generally 
low compared to the cost of living, you’ll have to work longer 
hours to pay for basic needs. But for many of us, longer working 
hours are a choice. We may have chosen a lifestyle which relies 
on earning more money. Or we may find our sense of self-
worth in our work. 

Underlying our choice of overwork are a number of cultural 
narratives about identity, status, and happiness. We believe that 
we’ll be happier if we have just a little more money; we long to 
be needed, so we work to make ourselves indispensible; the 
more ambitious among us yearn for significance or even 
immortality in the work we leave behind (despite Ecclesiastes 2 
— and Ozymandias). We think that busyness makes life 
worthwhile — so much so that the standard response to the 
question, “How are you?” has become, “Busy.”

In his book The Busy Christian’s Guide to Busyness (Leicester: IVP, 
2006), Tim Chester incisively uses the story of the gospel to 
expose and undermine these cultural narratives. He shows how 
many of us who have a confessional belief that Jesus is our 
maker, redeemer, and provider actually functionally disbelieve 
these truths in the way that we approach our work. He outlines 
six lies that ensnare us in overwork, and then shows how the 
gospel can free us to rest in God.76
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75 Fram, "Poll: One in five bring laptops on vacation," (USA Today, 2007).
76 These points are summarized from pages 87–167. The citations that begin 
each point are taken directly from Chester; the explanations and solutions are a 
mixture of Chester’s thoughts and ours.
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• “I’m busy because I need to prove myself.” Our desire to ‘be 
somebody’ may drive us to overwork. We fear that we’ll be 
unacceptable to others if we don’t amass a great number of 
achievements. We fear that we’re missing out if we haven’t 
thoroughly pursued the path of ‘self-actualization’. The 
problem is, of course, that this desire for achievement can 
never be fulfilled: there’s always more to do, and there’s 
always someone who’s done more than us, and at an earlier 
age. (This applies to all forms of work — paid employment, 
raising children, church involvement, and so on.) The gospel 
antidote to this poisonous thinking is the news that we’re 
justified by grace. God has already accepted us. In Christ 
Jesus, we have the status of heirs of the Kingdom of Heaven. 
If we don’t need to prove ourselves to God, why should we 
need to prove ourselves to anyone else?

• “I’m busy because of other people’s expectations.” 
Sometimes we overwork because we can’t say, “No.” We fear 
disappointing others. In our work context, this might be 
overt (where someone asks us to do a task in addition to our 
regular duties) or covert (because the culture implies that if 
you don’t stay until 6pm, you’re a slacker). It’s this fear of 
man which can lead many of us to perfectionism. We dare 
not embrace the Pareto Principle (that 80% of the quality of 
our work comes from 20% of our time), because we feel the 
need to impress others with our 100%. (Clearly this can also 
pertain to a church context, where we feel that to be a ‘good 
Christian’ we need to be seen to be doing a certain set of 
tasks.) If we’re enslaved by a fear of others, we need a greater 
fear of God. He alone is our master. Fearing him liberates us 
from every other fear: “The fear of the LORD leads to life, and 
whoever has it rests satisfied; he will not be visited by 
harm.” (Proverbs 19:23; ESV) Fearing God also frees us up to 
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serve others selflessly. That is, when we fear people, we 
serve them for what they can give us in return (say, approval 
or affection). But when we fear God, we can serve others for 
the sake of Christ and in response to the way he’s served us. 
(Naturally, we still need to know what pleases other people, 
because we can only properly love people when we know 
how to. But we won’t be enslaved by the need to please 
them.)

• “I’m busy because otherwise things get out of control.” In the 
West, we live in a highly ordered environment. We don’t 
worry about running out of food. We expect diseases to be 
cured. We master time by syncing our online diaries. 
Darkness and adverse weather are no obstacle to work in 
our fluorescent-lit, air-conditioned refuges. As such, we can 
begin to believe that we really are in control. A terrible 
implication of this is that we feel responsible to solve every 
problem. And so we work later and get up earlier in an effort 
to squeeze in all our world-saving activities. Clearly, the 
sovereignty of God is good news to us! We must learn not 
just to confess that Jesus is Lord, but to depend on him at a 
functional level — to trust that he’ll provide for us and for 
others, even as he provides for the birds of the air and the 
flowers of the field (Luke 12:1–33). It’s true that we must love 
“as we have opportunity” (Galatians 6:10); it’s also true that 
we can only love “as we have opportunity”.

• “I’m busy because I prefer being under pressure.” Sometimes 
a crisis arises that we have to deal with, and in those cases, 
we should expect to be busy. But we may also find ourselves 
under pressure because of procrastination. Procrastination 
arises for any number of negative reasons: pursuing pleasure 
(“I’ve got plenty of time. I can afford to play World of Warcraft 
for a bit.”); pride (“It doesn’t matter if I’m underprepared — 
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I’m good enough to wing it.”); fear (“I’m not sure about 
tackling this project. Let me boost my self-esteem by doing 
things I know I can do — like making a cup of coffee or 
cleaning out my e-mail in-box.”). We might justify our 
procrastination by saying, “I work better when I’m on a 
deadline.” But we fail to notice the negative effects: we 
neglect our other responsibilities (“I just have to get this 
done — I’ll spend time with you afterwards”); we ignore the 
stress that our procrastination puts on our colleagues. 
Procrastination is an attempt to avoid the responsibilities 
God has given us, and so to take refuge in other tasks. But 
we must rather seek our refuge in God: he’s a good provider 
who’s given us these responsibilities. Our joy is in serving 
him, not in the pleasures of procrastination. Our gifts come 
from him and are to be used in his service, so they’re not an 
occasion for pride. He won’t test us beyond what we can 
bear, so we need not fear failure. Certainly, we will fail in life 
because we’re fallible. Often failure will be painful. But we 
shouldn’t be paralysed by a fear of failure: God orders all 
things for his glory and our good (Romans 8:28–39). He 
accepts us not because of our achievements, but because of 
his grace and mercy to us in Christ Jesus.

• “I’m busy because I need the money.” We’ve already 
discussed wealth at some length, so it’s unnecessary to 
dwell here. But may God preserve us from the busyness that 
springs from the lie that material possessions can satisfy us. 
May he massage into our hearts a joy and fulfilment in him 
and his provision for us.

• “I’m busy because I want to make the most of my life.” Our 
wealthy lives are now full of potential — we can choose any 
number of careers, of homes, of holiday experiences, of 
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after-school activities. These possibilities (and their 
marketing machines) subtly create the sense that we’re 
obliged to take advantage of as many of them as possible. 
We’re selling ourselves short (or depriving our children) if we 
‘settle’ and are content with what we have. We have a duty 
to pursue self-fulfilment and to lead our best life now. This 
means that not only is our work a chore, but so is our ‘leisure’ 
— what a waste of a Friday night or a holiday if we simply 
stay home and relax! This false narrative is damaging on a 
number of fronts. Firstly, it ignores the fact that we’re finite 
and sinful: both of these facts can stand in the way of our 
‘achieving our dreams’. Secondly, it’s a way for us to spurn 
the freedom and prosperity that God’s given us: we 
manufacture our own stress, which diverts us from faithful 
discipleship. (In contrast, persecution may well sharpen our 
focus.) Finally, it eviscerates our hope. We’re looking forward 
to a perfect future where there’ll be no more limitations of 
time or sin. Perhaps we’ll be able to experience some things 
in the new creation which we haven’t been able to in this 
life (such as running a successful business, patting a tiger, 
reading Russian novels, or learning to ski). But if we can’t, I’m 
sure we won’t be disappointed!

Reflection
Do any of these justifications for busyness resonate with your 
experience? How might you change?
• Does your heart need to be transformed? Pray that God 

would help you to trust the truth of his word in the face of 
the world’s lies. Ask him to give you the desire to serve him 
alone.
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• Do you know how to change? You may need help thinking 
through the concrete details of what a deeper reliance on 
God would look like in your circumstances. Talk with some 
other Christians about how you might prune your 
responsibilities or alter your expectations so that you don’t 
overwork.

• Are there structures that make it hard for you to change? For 
example, have you overcommitted to work projects, 
children’s extra-curricular activities, church rosters, and the 
like? Do you live too far from your work or friends? Even if 
your heart is in the right place, structures can make it easier 
or more difficult to avoid overwork.

Conclusion
We’ve discussed briefly (a) how work fits in with the rest of our 
responsibilities as disciples, (b) how our discipleship shapes the 
way we work, and (c) how we might be liberated from the 
shackles of busyness. We’ve painted this against the backdrop 
of the good of work itself and the importance of the context of 
that work. But we haven’t yet drawn these principles together 
to ask, “What’s good work for me, given my gifts and 
circumstances?” That’s the subject of the final chapter.
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9. Finding good work
Reflection
How do you or people in your Christian circles normally go 
about choosing a job? Is it different from how unbelievers 
choose a job?

The challenge of choice
I still remember my joy when the German discount 
supermarket chain Aldi opened up near me. No longer did we 
need to face the more than 25,000 items carried by a typical 
supermarket: we could breeze through Aldi’s 600–800 items. Of 
course there’s great value in some choice, but too much choice 
can lead to anxiety and paralysis. That’s certainly how I feel 
trudging through a normal supermarket, and it’s how some of 
us feel about the process of finding good work.77
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Often, though, we’re stressed not just by the variety of work 
choices available, but by the significance attached to those 
choices. In our culture, our work is no longer merely what we 
do; it’s who we are. And so we’re infected with what Alain de 
Botton calls ‘status anxiety’.78  Our whole civilization is obsessed 
with where we fit in the world. Our status isn’t given to us (by 
virtue, say, of our gender or our bloodline); it’s something that 
each individual has to forge for him or herself. We have more 
freedom than any previous generation, but we find that 
freedom a curse rather than a joy. For the Christian, the first step 
to reclaiming that joy is to welcome the truth that our choices 
about work have nothing to do with the need to find our 
identity: that’s already given — we’re in Christ, children of God, 
disciples, forgiven sinners, and co-heirs of eternal life.

But this isn’t to deny the significance of the work we find. Work 
matters — what work we do, how we go about it, with whom, 
and how it either enables or impedes other aspects of our life. 
In fact, we might even suggest that the choices we make about 
work matter more than the choices previous generations made. 
Not because we’re some more highly evolved species, but 
merely because we’ve been given more: “from those to whom 
much has been given, much will be expected.” And we in the 
21st-century West have certainly been given much.

Some gifts come with the responsibility to use them according 
to their purpose. It might sound strange to say that we have a 
responsibility for a gift. But imagine that someone gave you 
money for the purpose of buying a house. The money’s still a 
gift, but it carries with it a responsibility to fulfil its purpose — 
namely, to buy a house. The life God has given us is something 

Finding good work 153

78 de Botton, Status Anxiety (London: Penguin, 2004).



like this. Our salvation is a gift which we don’t deserve and can’t 
repay. But it’s a gift with a purpose: that we walk like Christ, 
doing the good works which have been prepared in advance 
for us to do (Ephesians 2:8–10). So, too, with the talents and 
opportunities we’ve been given (Matthew 25:14–29).

Guidance and wisdom
We are, of course, still likely to experience some anxiety about 
whether we’re using our gifts well enough, even if we’re no 
longer seeking our identity in work. Somehow we have to 
move through this anxiety to the point of action. As soon as we 
wonder how to do this, we’re likely to think about God’s 
guidance. In our circles, there are two common faulty views of 
guidance, which we’ll label (a) the “I’ve got a feeling” prison and 
(b) “Not-sin” dumb freedom.

The “I’ve got a feeling” prison

Some people want God to tell them exactly what to do with 
their life, or at least, what to do with the ‘big decisions’ of whom 
to marry, where to live, and what career to pursue. People pray 
earnestly, and then act in line with their feelings. A great range 
of phrases can be used for this:
• “I feel that God…”
• “I’ve had a word…”
• “God told me that…”
• “God gave me a heart/burden for…”
• “I have peace about…”
• “God has called me to…”

The good thing about this view is that it shows a reliance on 
God. It sees people praying and expecting that God will answer 
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them. It implies a vibrant belief in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
But the problem is that it can lead people to rely on promises 
that God never made. That is, the Scriptures don’t seem to give 
a ‘wishy-washy’ view of guidance, where God leads me by 
giving me certain feelings or convictions. The God of the Bible 
seems to speak unambiguously, using words. If he addresses an 
individual with a plan for their life, it’s generally someone who 
has a unique role (like the Old Testament prophets or the 
Apostle Paul).

Of course, there can still be unambiguous messages from God: 
Agabus gets one in Acts 11, and we’ve heard many stories of 
people having visions about where to find out about Jesus, 
particularly in Muslim countries. But these seem very different 
from the vague leanings or even strong convictions most 
people report. Their experiences are still ambiguous.

Pastorally, there are any number of pitfalls. Some people pursue 
stupid or harmful paths, justifying their actions with pious talk 
of God’s calling on their life. At its worst, this view of guidance 
becomes a prison.79  People are paralysed while they wait for a 
word from God. They fear missing out on God’s best plan for 
their life, because they failed to listen carefully enough to their 
intuitions — as if God were some cruel guide, whispering 
directions just out of ear-shot, and blaming you when you fall 
in a ditch.
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“Not-sin” dumb freedom

This view largely seems to be a pastoral response to the first. It 
rejects the “still, small voice” view of guidance, and majors on 
God’s sovereignty: God has mapped out your life for you — for 
his glory and for your good. He’s given you guidance in the 
Scriptures. As long as you don’t sin, you have freedom to 
choose between good options. Whatever happens is God’s 
plan for you. So, for example, you can live wherever you like: the 
Scriptures say nothing about sinning in this regard (provided 
your house is not an idol), and so you have complete freedom.

This view is good in that it expects God to speak to all of us in 
the same way as he has spoken to most of his people 
throughout history — that is, through the Scriptures. It takes 
the focus off us, and puts it back on God in his goodness and 
sovereignty. But pastorally, there are several problems:
• It can lead people not to “enquire of the Lord”, either 

arrogantly (because we see no need), or pessimistically 
(because God has spoken only in the past; he isn’t interested 
in the details of our lives today);

• Stupid or harmful decisions can be justified by saying, “I 
didn’t sin. Show me a verse in the Bible that says I sinned.”;

• It leaves us open to taking the ‘safe route’ — following our 
world’s desire for security (say, with a white-collar profession 
and a mortgage in a nice area) rather than dreaming big 
about how we could serve God, his people, and his world;

• It leaves us with a dreary view of the Christian life, as if the 
goal were to ‘not-sin’, rather than to live positively for God’s 
glory;

• As a corollary of this, there’s no incentive to think about the 
specific circumstances we find ourselves in: the Scriptures 
say nothing about the details of my life in particular, so I 
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don’t need to spend too much time dwelling on them. But 
circumstances really do matter. For example, making a good 
choice of marriage partner involves many factors other than 
those which are ‘sin issues’. Engaging with these factors is 
part of the Biblical discipline of wisdom.80

Wisdom

The alternative to these faulty views is what the Bible calls 
‘wisdom’.81  The normal way that we discern God’s will for our 
lives is by growing in wisdom. As James puts it, God gives us 
wisdom when we ask, so that we may persevere in faithfulness 
(James 1:2–6). According to Proverbs, wisdom allows us to have 
“a disciplined and prudent life, doing what is right and just and 
fair” (1:1–7; ESV).

To take up the example of choosing where to live, there may 
not be a Biblical line to cross from ‘not-sin’ to ‘sin’, but there is 
the requirement for a careful, prayerful, wise, and loving 
decision. Should we look for a bigger house that can easily be 
used hospitably? Should we look for a smaller place because it 
will be less expensive, and we can then use additional money 
to bless others? How important is it to live within walking 
distance of other church members, or unbelieving friends, or 
family? How will my commute to work from this house affect 
my other responsibilities for friends and family? How well can I 
relate to and serve the people who live around here? Do we 
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need a property with good capital growth, to provide for 
ourselves in retirement? And so on.

Wisdom requires hard thought. This is what the faulty views of 
guidance wish to avoid. The “I have a feeling” view acts on 
instinct, however imprudent; the “not-sin” view is satisfied with a 
course that doesn’t directly sin, however imprudent. Both can 
lead to painful, ineffectual lives. Against this, we should hear 
Romans 12:1–2:

Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s 
mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 
pleasing to God — this is your true and proper worship. Do 
not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed 
by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test 
and approve what God’s will is — his good, pleasing and 
perfect will.

Note here that wisdom isn’t simply an effort of our will and 
cleverness. It’s spiritually imparted — God renews our minds, 
and wisdom is a gift from God.

This raises the question of how God guides us. When we speak 
about ‘guidance’, we’re examining one aspect of how we lead 
the Christian life — of how we walk with Christ as Lord. We 
think that there’s ‘normal’ and ‘extraordinary’ guidance. We can 
draw an analogy from how people first come to follow Christ: 
there are ‘normal’ and ‘extraordinary’ conversions.

The normal way that people come to know Jesus is that the 
Holy Spirit works miraculously through the simple, everyday 
speaking of the gospel. Of course, there are also extraordinary 
conversions which involve visions, dreams, and Road-to-
Damascus epiphanies. But we shouldn’t be more impressed 
with the extraordinary than with the normal: we shouldn’t 
despise God’s usual means.
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In the same way, the ‘normal’ way that God will guide us is by 
the Holy Spirit miraculously transforming our minds and 
helping us to apply the gospel in our circumstances through 
the everyday process of thinking. This doesn’t discount the 
extraordinary guidance of direct words of instruction, but we 
expect these to be rare, given how infrequent they are in the 
Scriptures. (In these cases, we don’t need wisdom: we just need 
to do what God says.) Again, we shouldn’t despise God’s usual 
means of gracious guidance. We need to think: God may 
occasionally give us a shortcut, but he never promises to do so.

To sum up, we should be comforted as we remember that the 
whole process of finding good work is under the sovereign and 
gracious hand of God. We know that God has mapped out our 
lives for his glory and for our good (Romans 8:28). We still need 
to make real choices — choices with which we want to honour 
God. But these shouldn’t paralyse us, and they need not be as 
stressful as they often are. As we ask God to give us wisdom, we 
also need to do some hard thinking to arrive at good decisions. 
The rest of this chapter will give a framework for this kind of 
reflection. Our focus will be on finding good paid work, since it 
fits most people’s circumstances. But we hope that the same 
principles will also be useful for finding good voluntary work of 
various kinds.

A wise life is coherent and compromising
Wisdom isn’t just about making decisions. It involves taking a 
good course of action in a given set of circumstances. Part of 
what makes it difficult to be wise is the fact that an action in 
one part of life has implications for actions in another: the time I 
spend at my job I can’t spend catching up with old friends; the 
money I spend on my house I can’t spend on education, and so 
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on. In order to be wise, we need to have a coherent life: to think 
both about the various responsibilities we have and about how 
those responsibilities fit together. We also need to learn how to 
make good compromises: to welcome the fact that we can’t do 
every imaginable good thing, but that we can do some actual 
good things. This is easier said than done.

A person-specific package

Finding good work isn’t just about finding a good job, but 
finding a job that fits with the rest of your life. You’re likely to 
have a range of work responsibilities — paid and volunteer, 
creation and redemption. In order to find good work, you need 
a ‘person-specific package’82  where each aspect of life works 
together, such that your whole life honours Jesus. And so we 
can’t judge the value of work in the abstract: we can’t fully 
assess ‘this kind of work in general’, but only ‘this work, here and 
now’. It’s often difficult for us to describe the circumstances of 
our life accurately: this will require practice, prayer, and help 
from friends.

In addition, there’s a temptation to put all the energy of finding 
good work into finding your life’s work. There are a number of 
problems with this. Firstly, and most obviously, not all good 
work could be classified as your life’s work. This shouldn’t alarm 
us: only a small sub-section of good work ever gets classified 
this way. Secondly, even when people do find that they’re 
doing their ‘life’s work’, often it’s not for a very large part of their 
life! It’s not uncommon to hear someone in their late forties or 
fifties speak of taking up a new role and feeling that they’d 
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been preparing for it their whole lives. Many of the roles which 
attract the elevated status of ‘life’s work’ are just that — things 
you need a lifetime to prepare for (or to be prepared for). And 
so to focus on finding your life’s work will be to search for 
something that’s not available — not available now, or not for 
many years, or maybe not at all. But if you’re just looking for 
your life’s work, you’ll do it at the expense of finding good work 
now. (You might also do so at the expense of the good work 
available to you after you’ve been forcibly retired from your so-
called life’s work.)

A further problem with elevating (and reducing!) the search for 
good work to the search for a life’s good work is that we may 
place our search for good work above other responsibilities. For 
most of us, our other priorities will be more significant than any 
job we have — both in the way we articulate those 
responsibilities and, often, in their actual impact. Our roles as 
husbands and wives, fathers and mothers, friends, children, 
disciplers and evangelists are more fundamental than any 
particular job. And if we could ever measure it, we may find that 
these other roles exert a greater influence on the world. Even 
those whose job is globally significant should find their greatest 
joy in seeing the gospel faithfully transmitted from generation 
to generation.

So we suggest that people seek out a person- or family-specific 
package, and that they expect this to evolve over time. No 
package is static, because things change. Your skills change; 
your life circumstances change. Circumstances which remove 
certain options now might not do so later; circumstances 
which provide exciting opportunities now may not do so later. 
One example of this might be health. Imagine, for example, I 
have a job which is emotionally very taxing. I can cope with it 
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when the rest of my family is in good health, but if, say, my wife 
starts to suffer from depression or my child develops a chronic 
illness, I may need to change job.83  Another example of change 
over time is the different needs of children as they grow up. 
Some years ago, I was considering the possibility moving to the 
UK for a job. My eldest child was turning seven. We considered 
a lot of factors, but we didn’t really consider the impact it would 
have on the children. If I were undertaking the same thinking 
now, it would be very different. Now my eldest is twelve, and 
she’s about to start high school. This isn’t to say that no one 
should move a child of that age, as if somehow uninterrupted 
high schooling were an inviolable right. But if I were thinking 
about moving to the UK now, the impact on her would be a 
factor to consider. The cost to her would be real. To identify just 
one issue, the friendships of a twelve-year-old are a world away 
from the friendships of a seven-year-old. Things change over 
time.
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draining. (Sadly, we know of paid pastors who have desiccated their marriages or 
embittered their children because the demands of the job took priority over the 
needs of the family.) We may be tempted to think that painful circumstances 
shouldn’t be an impediment to pursuing paid church work, because this kind of 
work necessarily involves suffering. This is true. But not all suffering is suffering 
for the gospel! (And nor should we lightly impose suffering on our families 
because of our job.) If we have a chronically ill family member, we also might 
suffer as we seek to care for them in faithful, Jesus-following love. But our call to 
love them in this way comes before our call to pursue a particular kind of work. 
And saying ‘yes’ to loving them may mean saying ‘no’ to certain other pursuits.
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Good, better, best, and the interplay between real and 
unreal

Reflection
What’s the difference between a good compromise and a bad 
compromise?

When we think about finding good work, we may face the 
anxiety of searching for better (or even the best) work. Our 
search for good work can be derailed by the search for ‘the 
best’ in several ways. We may never commit to a good course of 
action because we’re always wondering whether there’s a 
better one. Or we may end up pursuing a course of action 
which is not actually possible. 

Intuitively, we recognize that some things seem to deliver more 
good than others (though sometimes this might be nothing 
more than cultural bias). A right concern to steward God’s gifts 
well means that we’ll seek out better work where possible. And 
because of the deceitfulness of our hearts, we’re often 
distracted from pursuing great enterprises not by bad things, 
but by less good things. We’ve often heard the phrase, “The 
good is the enemy of the best,” as a way of describing how we 
compromise on our sacrificial service of Jesus. It’s not just 
outright sin which affects our worship, but also too great an 
entanglement in good things — family, work, money, hobbies, 
and so on. Good things become idols when we pursue them at 
the expense of following Jesus. And so it’s undoubtedly true that 
the good can be the enemy of the best. But we can equally say, 
“The best is the enemy of the very good.” That is, as we worry 
about whether a possible course of action is ‘the best’, we let 
slip the opportunity to do good, or even very good.
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For example, I know of a church which was considering two 
opportunities to serve the broader community. One was with a 
halfway house for ex-prisoners, where a house rule was that the 
residents not use drugs or alcohol. The other was with crisis 
care for homeless people, many of whom were drug- or 
alcohol-addicted. The members of the church wanted to offer 
hospitality to and to share their lives with people in one of 
these groups. Clearly they couldn’t invest heavily in both — it 
would be difficult to befriend ex-prisoners who are ‘coming 
clean’ at the same time as homeless people who are in the grip 
of addiction. Both of these options were good, but the church 
disagreed about which one was the best way for them to serve. 
In the meantime, months passed where they weren’t serving 
anyone in particular: ‘the good’ had fallen victim to ‘the best’.

The quest for better work shouldn’t consume us. For one thing, 
‘good’ matters more than ‘more good’. That is, the line between 
good and evil matters more than the line between good and 
better. In addition, we’re not sovereign, and so we can’t know 
how everything will turn out. (This is especially true when we 
think about the interconnectedness of work — both its 
context, and the way it fits with the rest of our responsibilities.) 
And so we have to trust that God works all things out for ‘the 
best’ — that is, our good and his glory. Our responsibility isn’t to 
make the best decision; we just have to make a good decision.

But for some of us, the difficulty isn’t simply an inability to settle 
on one course among a range of possible good or very good 
options: our difficulty is that we’re beguiled by something 
which is just not possible (e.g. I want a higher paid job with 
fewer responsibilities and shorter working hours, or; I 
desperately want to be an actor, but have neither the looks nor 
the talent). In this case, settling on a course of action is an even 
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greater impediment to finding good work, because we’re now 
devoting all our energies to the impossible. Our culture 
aggravates this tendency: it indoctrinates us with the fantasy 
that we can do anything, provided we try hard enough. And so 
we overlook the difference between the real and the ideal.

Of course, any thought about the future requires us to imagine 
things that don’t yet exist. But when it comes to finding good 
work, we should avoid thinking about things which could never 
exist. That is, the point of our thinking isn’t simply to daydream: 
it’s to “clarify our view of the work God has prepared before us 
to walk in, to the point where we are free to step out in decision 
and engage in action.”84  Being able to imagine something is 
not the same as being able to achieve something. As Oliver 
O’Donovan says:

From among the universe of unrealised possibilities I am 
presented with one good that I can realise now, before lunch, 
and one life that I can live now, before death. I may refuse this 
one available good, simply because I am enchanted by 
unrealised possibilities that I cannot bring about. I may, as it 
were, fall in love with what is not the case: a world free of 
misunderstanding and suspicion, a world free of strife and 
conflict, a world where nobody goes to bed hungry, 
marvellous worlds which I am incapable of bringing to pass. I 
cannot let this beautiful imagination go, not even for the sake 
of finding one concretely constructive action to perform. I 
may pretend to others or to myself that by clinging to these 
abstract ideals I am somehow being of use; but in this I 
deceive and am deceived.85

However, “the judgment about what is possible is often far from 
straightforward.”86  The distinction between ‘difficult’ or ‘unlikely’ 
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and ‘impossible’ isn’t always obvious, not least because things 
are impossible for a variety of reasons:
• It may be that something can never exist, at least not in this 

age. We’re longing for a world in which people don’t sin, or 
(more likely) at least one in which Christians don’t sin.

• It may be that something used to exist, but it no longer does. 
In this case, we yearn not for an unrealizable future, but for 
an impossible return to or re-creation of the past. We keep 
looking for good work using outdated factors (like lifetime 
job security), or we reject new methods (like social media).

• It may be that something is possible, but just not for us, or at 
least for us in our foreseeable future. We may not be suited to 
a course of action; we may have outside circumstances 
which make something impossible (and perhaps we 
struggle to admit to these); we may simply live in the wrong 
part of the world, or even the wrong part of our country.

• It may be that something is impossible, not because it’s 
impossible in itself, but because of what else we’re pursuing. 
For example, it’s possible to be a missionary to a closed 
country, and it’s possible to be a Christian with work as a 
high-profile writer and speaker. But it may not be possible 
for the same person to do both at the same time. And of 
course, in an attempt to pursue both, we decrease the 
chance that either will come to fruition.

Therefore seeking good work requires that we make a certain 
kind of compromise. This isn’t bad compromise, where we 
conform to the pattern of this age, going against our Christian 
convictions and bowing in fear to the opinion of others. It’s 
good compromise, where we give up an impossible ideal for 
the sake of a real good. For example, we might stop trying to 
bring about the world where the lion will lie down with the 
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lamb, and instead befriend one person who’s a social outcast. 
This will be a concrete good in its own right, and it’ll also bear 
witness to that future world where the lion will lie down with 
the lamb. This applies equally to the past: we can’t dwell in 
nostalgia. An endless remembrance of ‘the good ol’ 
days’ (perhaps when we were doing our life’s work) might 
indicate a lack of thankfulness in our present circumstances, 
and it might also prevent us from seeking new opportunities to 
do good. (This might also apply at the level of a church, where 
we keep imagining a return to the days when people walked 
through our door in droves. This yearning for the past might 
prevent us from taking the present, possible step of befriending 
one of our neighbours.)

As we navigate between good and best, and between real and 
ideal, we may face another temptation: to pursue only those 
options that seem risk-free. But a risky action isn’t a worthless 
action, any more than a difficult task is a worthless one. Finding 
or creating good work is often risky, and so we’ll need “courage 
and daring, not only cool-headed caution.”87  In taking risks, 
we’re implying an openness to failure. Because even if 
something can be realized, it doesn’t mean that it will be: 
realistic projects can fail. It’s possible for people to become 
doctors, but some fail their exams; it’s possible to plant and 
grow a crop of wheat, but it can destroyed by a hailstorm in a 
few minutes. In such cases, the failure doesn’t necessarily mean 
that the undertaking was ill-advised — either in general, or for 
particular people. This is the reality of our call as limited 
creatures to do good in a fallen world. God doesn’t promise 
that all our plans will prosper, nor that our life will be 
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comfortable. Certainly Jesus and the apostles suffered trouble 
and sorrow as they submitted to divine guidance! (See, for 
example, Acts 20:22–23; 2 Timothy 3:12.) It’s in the context of 
suffering that Paul writes that “we know that in all things God 
works for the good of those who love him, who have been 
called according to his purpose.” The good on view isn’t our 
comfort, but being “conformed to the image of his Son” — the 
man of sorrows. (Romans 8:28–29) And so the call to do good 
isn’t simply a call to do what’s easy. To fall in love with a world 
without risk is to fall in love with a world which doesn’t exist; to 
yearn for Christian discipleship without difficulty, suffering, and 
risk is to yearn for something which shouldn’t exist.

And so we pursue good, seeking out better work, without 
worrying whether it’s the best; we look for real work, discerning 
between what’s impossible and what’s merely difficult. In so 
doing, we need a prayerful dependence on the Holy Spirit, and 
a functional trust that he’ll work out all things for his glory and 
our good. We also need close and wise friends and the counsel 
of others. The help we need shall vary according to our 
personality: some of us never need counsel to be cautious, and 
some of us never need counsel to be daring!

Exercise
Are you facing any difficult decisions at the moment — as an 
individual, as a family, in the workplace, in your church?
• What’s the cost of inaction? Has any good fallen victim to 

the best?
• Write down some of the factors you would need to use in 

order to clarify your decision and come to the point of 
action.
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‘Lenses’: a model for wise decision-making
Wisdom isn’t exclusively about making decisions, but making 
wise decisions is part of finding good work. Sometimes when 
we talk about decision-making, we use binary metaphors: “Two 
roads diverge in a wood,” and so on. It’s as if we have two 
commendable options in front of us — an apple in one hand, a 
pear in the other — and we have to choose one of them. We 
might as well toss a coin. But this is inadequate for two reasons: 
firstly, this doesn’t properly describe the way we make complex 
decisions; secondly, decision-making isn’t primarily about 
resolving dilemmas — it’s about being able to act in the world. 
That is, as Oliver O’Donovan explains, we deliberate on a 
question in order to be able to do some good in the world. 
Usually we don’t need to decide between several equally good 
courses of action; we just need to make a decision to take some 
action.88  He outlines how he thinks this works:

I want to suggest that our process in reaching decisions is one 
of increasing clarification: increasing understanding of 
ourselves, which is…like bringing something more and more 
into focus. So, we start with a very blurred picture, a very 
vague large-scale map of what it is that lies before us, and as 
we go we are constantly trying to sharpen the focus, to see 
more detail, until the picture of what is before us and what we 
can do becomes sharp.89

We want to extend O’Donovan’s metaphor of the picture 
coming into focus, and suggest that we view the world 
through various lenses. These lenses are the factors or 
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considerations relevant to the decision we have to make. They’ll 
usually involve both theological and circumstantial 
observations. As we apply these lenses appropriately, we gain a 
clear view. A good decision involves thinking about individual 
lenses, but also then how those lenses work together. There’s 
no point pursuing a course of action where four lenses are 
clear, but the last lens is the cap! For example, it’s great if we 
find the perfect home for family-raising, hospitality, mission, 
and capital growth, but we still need to be able to afford it.

The lenses of good work

An early step in finding good work is to identify the various 
components or lenses. In some sense, this is precisely what the 
previous chapters of this book are about. Here’s a short recap of 
what good work should be:
• work that’s good in itself: it brings order to the creation, is a 

blessing to others, and may provide the context for further 
work or relationships. Perhaps the most underestimated 
factor here is assessing how well your work enables others 
to work. Our temptation is to think quite individualistically 
about our work. Again, this usefulness of your work to others 
is contingent on circumstances: imagine a country with a 
very poor electricity grid. In such circumstances, building a 
new power station — where there’s not the infrastructure 
for people to use the electricity you generate — might not 
amount to good work;

• work that pays enough, and perhaps enables you to build 
wealth. We suggest this second possibility because, firstly, 
building wealth is a way of providing for yourself when 
you’re unable to work in old age or because of 
retrenchment, and secondly, building wealth is an 
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opportunity available to us in the West, but not always 
available elsewhere. This doesn’t mean that we all should 
have this in mind: for some of us, the very way we should 
serve Jesus is to sacrifice this opportunity in order to fulfil 
some other good;

• work which is done in a good context — where the whole 
organization does good, to employees, to suppliers, to 
clients, to the community, and so on;

• work in which you’re competent. Depending on the 
position, this will involve innate skills or talent, training, 
experience, and even relationships. (If you’re competent, 
your work is also more likely to be enjoyable. This will allow 
you to serve more easily over time, and will sap less energy 
from your other responsibilities.)

Benchmarks and leading lenses

Thinking about good work involves a certain amount of 
imagination and planning for the future. There’s value in this — 
provided that we hold on to plans loosely, knowing that God 
can change our circumstances. We’ve emphasized that we 
need to take into account the concrete circumstances of our 
life if we’re going to live wisely. But it’s still possible for some of 
our thinking to be done in advance — at a time when we’re 
not actively seeking good work, and when no concrete 
opportunity is presenting itself. We might set up a kind of 
benchmark of ‘good’ or ‘very good’ work. We could identify the 
variety of lenses we need to consider: family, church, city, 
money, volunteer work, and so on. Those who like planning for 
the future could then imagine fairly comprehensively scenarios. 
They’d be able to say what would count as a very good, 
realizable option — neither the most daring, nor the most 
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conservative. This could serve as a benchmark against which to 
assess real opportunities as they arose. 

As time goes on, and we exercise our freedom to welcome 
responsibilities, various parts of life become non-negotiable. For 
example, once we’re married and parents, we don’t get to 
choose whether or not to love our spouse and children. 
Similarly, the further along in life we are, the more specific we’re 
able to be: there are likely to be more non-negotiables, and we 
have more invested (in skills, training, and relational networks) 
in a particular path. For example, a 20-year-old university 
graduate with the right skills might have complete freedom in 
whether to begin work as a producer with a country radio 
station or to pursue further studies in the city with a view to 
becoming an academic. After following one of these tracks for 
fifteen years, however, there’s not the same freedom of choice.

In addition, we may find that some considerations become 
more important than others. We might call them ‘leading 
lenses’. This is particularly difficult, because it requires the 
highest level of self-assessment — in sober judgment and 
humility. (Again, we’ll need the help of the Christian 
community, here!) These might include such things as:
• unique skills. Some people have talents that are so unusual 

that they almost demand to be used in a particular way. For 
example, we might think of a woman with an exceptional 
capacity to read, analyse ideas, and write. She seems built to 
be an academic. Of course, many other people have lesser 
talents and it’s still good for them to be academics. But for 
this exceptionally gifted individual, it almost feels like the 
only option — both because of her peculiar aptitude, and 
because of how much others will benefit from it.
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• location. Some of us may have a particular reason to stay in 
a certain place — the necessity to care for ageing parents, 
for example. In such circumstances, if our skills are flexible 
enough to allow us to work there, the location itself will be a 
leading lens.

• relationships. We may find a partnership that is unusually 
fruitful, so we privilege that in order to work together on 
several projects.

Good work finds you
Throughout this chapter, we’ve made a number of references to 
Oliver O’Donovan’s 2007 New College lectures. In a question 
time during those lectures, O’Donovan made a startling and 
counter-intuitive claim about decisions: “I think that when we 
make a decision, and particularly our very best decisions, is the 
moment in which we realize we don’t any longer have an 
alternative.”90

Anticipating our suspicion that this might be an attack on our 
freedom, O’Donovan continues, using the example of finding 
the right candidate for a role:

One doesn’t regret that situation, one doesn’t say, “Oh this is a 
terrible situation, here is an outstanding candidate, I have no 
choice, I have no decision to make.” The decision is 
recognizing the outstanding candidate, hmmm? That’s what 
deciding is. Now I think that’s a better model for most of our 
decisions than apples and pears: shall I eat an apple or shall I 
eat a pear, there’s nothing to choose, I’m going to toss a coin, 
and so on.91
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Our generation tends to think that good decision-making 
involves perpetually keeping options open — as if endless 
options were a good thing in themselves. But often the 
opposite is the case. It’s good to make decisions which lead to a 
course of good action. And many actions imply certain 
responsibilities. Welcoming these responsibilities means that we 
cannot welcome others. For example, the decision to be 
married to this woman means that I can’t be married to any 
other. Choosing to study this full-time course this year means 
that I can’t pursue another. Deciding to live and serve in this 
town means that I can’t live elsewhere. And a commitment to 
love this group of people deeply means that I can’t maintain 
relationships at the same level with people elsewhere.

Throughout the process of making decisions about work, you’re 
free to trust in the kindness and sovereignty of God, knowing 
that, by his grace and to his glory, he’s prepared good works in 
advance for you to do. And you can rest secure in the 
knowledge that your identity and worth lie not in these good 
works, but in the fact that you’re forgiven and adopted heirs in 
Christ. And so, in Spirit-filled wisdom, as you put the 
appropriate lenses in place, as you welcome some 
responsibilities and not others, as you make decisions and as 
you better understand yourself, sometimes the good work God 
has prepared for you is clear — you could do something else, 
but it simply wouldn’t make any sense for you to do so. In such 
cases, we might say that good work finds you.
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Appendix. Paid Christian 
work
As we’ve talked with people about good work and how to find 
it, we’ve repeatedly been asked, “What about paid church 
work?” This question arises because in our context helping 
people think about good work has often meant helping them 
think about paid Christian work of some description. Churches 
and university groups have consistently asked young adults, 
“Will you go into ‘full-time ministry’?”

We think it’s a good thing for some people to do paid work in 
churches, but we don’t think that this is the question to ask 
everyone. In writing this appendix, we’re driven partly by 
theology (we want people to live in line with a careful and 
Scripturally faithful doctrine of church, ministry, leadership, and 
work) and partly by pastoral concern. We think this focus on 
‘full-time ministry’ has had some unintended consequences. It 
hasn’t always led to people finding good work. But more 
serious than that, we know people where the cost has been 
significant — including burnout, depression, and family 
breakdown.
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When we hear stories of difficulty in paid Christian work, some 
will want to justify it by saying that we live in the last days: we 
should expect suffering, and those who pursue ‘full-time 
ministry’ should expect more suffering. And this is true. But 
there are different kinds of suffering. Let’s use an analogy from 
war. In war-time, we expect soldiers to die. But not all casualties 
in war die from the war itself: some die from ineffective supply 
trains, or inadequate recruiting and training methodology, or 
from the poor strategy of leaders, or from ‘friendly fire’, and so 
on. And while such deaths are indirectly linked to the war, 
they’re not directly attributable to it: the war could have been 
fought without these deaths occurring. It’s the same with paid 
Christian work: some casualties are avoidable. We hope that this 
appendix (in the context of the whole book) goes some way to 
preventing a few such casualties. Having said this, our purpose 
isn’t merely to critique: we want to suggest how to improve 
things. So as we proceed, we’ll embed our critique in two 
concrete suggestions:
• We should call people to something more specific than ‘full-

time ministry’;
• We should re-evaluate the claim that ‘full-time ministry’ is 

always more strategic than other kinds of work.

Words matter: avoiding the language of ‘full-time ministry’

Before making these suggestions, we need a brief word on 
terminology. We don’t particularly like the phrase ‘full-time 
ministry’, as it implies that ‘ministry’ is something that only paid 
people do. The word ‘minister’ in its barest form just means 
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‘servant’.92  And in reality, we’re all ministers or servants of the 
gospel; there’s no special priestly caste in the new covenant (1 
Peter 2:9; cf. 1 Timothy 2:5). Therefore, in so far as we’re all 
owned by Christ and called to serve him with our whole lives, 
we’re all in full-time ministry. Of course, it may be an excellent 
decision for a church or other Christian organization to pay 
people for any number of roles, as long as we recognize that 
‘ministry’ doesn’t start when you get paid. And we know that 
most people who use the term ‘full-time ministry’ wouldn’t 
disagree with any of this.

But the words we use matter: they reflect and reinforce cultural 
values. In churches where only redemption work is valued, or 
where paid church leaders are seen as untouchably ‘heroic’,93  or 
where people expect to pay ministers do to all the ministry for 
them, there needs to be a shift in cultural values: it’s not 
enough to change the terminology. But it might help. So we’ll 
use the terms ‘paid church work’ or (more broadly) ‘paid 
Christian work‘.

We think there’s value in delineating this as a real category of 
work. Throughout this book, we’ve used the distinction 
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92 “In the NT the characteristic term [for ‘ministry’] is diakonia [‘service’]…[and] 
ministry in the NT sense is not the exclusive privilege of a priestly caste. leitourgia 
[‘service’] is retained to describe the work of the Jewish priesthood…in general 
the NT uses priestly language only in reference to the body of believers as a 
whole.” Walker and Beckwith, "Ministry," in New Bible Dictionary (eds. Wood and 
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93 Michael Jensen says that “although Sydney Anglican evangelicals do not have 
a priestly view of the ministry, preachers are certainly designated, called, and 
highly trained for their role. For all the talk about every member ministry, it is 
preaching that is the chief ministry in the congregation and the most special 
calling. The figure of the preacher assumes an almost heroic status. Ideally, the 
preacher imitates Christ himself — and like one of the great martyrs of the 
church, is ready to suffer for the truth if necessary.” Sydney Anglicanism: an 
apology (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2012), n.p.
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between ‘redemption work’ on the one hand and ‘creation or 
fall work’ on the other. The terms ‘full-time ministry’ or 
‘vocational ministry’ are primarily applied to paid roles which 
involve a significant amount of redemption work (such as 
preaching, praying, discipling, and so on). Such roles often 
involve a lot of creation or fall work as well (such as preparing 
rosters or budgets, photocopying, and locking doors). By 
extension, we’ve also noticed that the term can be applied to 
primarily creation roles where the context requires the worker 
to be Christian (for example, being an accountant or 
administrator for a missionary organization). So we think the 
term ‘full-time ministry’ describes something real and distinct. 
But it describes a broad category of work, not something 
specific.

Call to something more specific than ‘full-
time ministry’
Our first suggestion is that we call people not to the abstract 
category of ‘full-time ministry’, but to more specific roles, such 
as Anglican minister, Baptist pastor, children’s worker, or 
theological lecturer. The category of ‘full-time ministry’ is just 
too abstract and broad to make meaningful decisions about. 
When someone’s assessing whether they’re suited to paid 
Christian work, they’re like to focus on the skills of teaching the 
Bible and discipling. Are their skills in these areas such that it’d 
be appropriate at some point for someone to pay them? But 
the category is so broad that almost everyone who makes the 
judgment that they’re well-suited to some roles within ‘full-time 
ministry’ must also make the judgment that they’re ill-suited to 
others.
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Perhaps an analogy is in order. It might make sense to say that 
someone is suited to accountancy: in this field, there are 
certainly variations, but within a theme. On the other hand, it 
makes less sense to say that someone is suited to ‘the 
professions’, without giving a specialization. There may be a 
common denominator, but not one that’s useful for knowing 
whether or not you’re suited to any particular profession. 
Someone might make a very good lawyer, but a very poor 
doctor. We think that saying someone is suited to ‘full-time 
ministry’ is like saying they’re suited to the professions: the roles 
of doctor and lawyer have about as much in common — if not 
more — as the roles of children’s worker and theological 
lecturer. Perhaps this wouldn’t matter if people pursued the 
abstract category of ‘full-time ministry’ and yet still ended up in 
roles they were suited to. But in practice, this isn’t always the 
case. There are several reasons.

First, if we issue a global call to the abstract category of ‘full-
time ministry’, we mask the fact that the various actual roles in 
this category require very different skills. If we want people 
suited to the actual roles available, we need to reflect on and 
articulate these skills. For example, to be a paid pastor, you 
need to satisfy the Biblical requirements for an elder. But you 
also need a range of additional skills. You have to be an 
administrator, or charismatic enough to employ one quickly. 
You’re not just responsible for shepherding God’s people, but 
also for running an organization — with all that this implies 
about vision-casting, communication, budgeting, managing 
staff and volunteers, and so on. Similarly, being a theological 
lecturer requires skills in addition to those of being an elder. You 
not only need to teach, but to do so in a way that conforms to 
academic standards. Increasingly, you also need a PhD — an 
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achievement which requires skills that bear little resemblance 
to the requirements of either an elder or a competent teacher. 
We could push this further and note that a similar sort of role in 
different denominations requires different qualities. If you lead a 
Baptist church, you need the courage to lead people who can 
fire you; if you lead an Anglican church, you need the humility 
and gentleness to lead people who can’t.

This gap between the abstract call and the concrete 
possibilities becomes important at two key moments. The first 
is at the point where people leave theological college. They 
may have gone into college convinced that they were suited to 
‘full-time ministry’, but find that the actual roles available when 
they finish are limited to (a) generalist assistant minister, (b) 
children’s or youth worker, or (c) something that requires 
fundraising. The point here is not to identify all the specific roles 
available, but just to note that we can readily imagine someone 
who’s ‘good at Bible teaching’ and yet not particularly suited to 
any role which is concretely available. The second point at 
which we feel this gap is when someone finds themselves in a 
position to which they’re poorly suited. If they’ve only ever 
asked if they’re fit for ‘full-time ministry’, they may be ill-
equipped to face the question of whether they’re suited to the 
particular role they’re in. I remember with sadness hearing one 
denominational minister reflecting aloud about how things 
were hard. He said that he kept reminding his wife that they’d 
worked out that they were suited to ‘full-time ministry’. But I’m 
not sure that he’d also worked out whether he was suited to 
the kind of work he was involved in at the time.

(As an aside, at the moment in the UK and Australia, the size 
and structure of churches means that most paid roles are for 
generalists. But most men aren’t generalists. This may explain 
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some of the angst of paid church workers and the 
disappointment of segments of their congregations.)

The recent rise of church-planting movements might be an 
example of what it looks like when we call people to 
something specific. There’s less ambiguity about what the call is 
to. Even here, however, someone may be suited to planting one 
type of church but not another, or in one kind of culture but 
not another. The church-planting networks will therefore 
presumably need to have a certain breadth in their frameworks 
for assessing potential church-planters.

Re-evaluate the assumption that ‘full-time 
ministry’ is always more strategic
We often hear that paid Christian work is the most strategic 
way to live for Jesus. The embedded (and often explicit) 
assumption is that anyone who could do ‘full-time ministry’ 
should do so: the question isn’t, “Why should you go into ‘full-
time ministry’?”, but, “Why shouldn’t you?”

Our second suggestion is that we re-evaluate this assumption. 
This isn’t a general reaction against the notion of being 
‘strategic’. We agree that we should live with a sense of purpose 
in these last days — the age between Jesus’ resurrection and 
his return. Our decisions in life are driven by Christ and his work 
for us in the past, and also by the plans and purposes he has 
revealed for the future. And so we agree that this life should be 
lived in such a way as to make the name of Jesus attractive, and 
to proclaim his lordship, in the hope that many people will 
follow him. We also agree that people should aim to be wise (or 
even strategic) in how they order their lives to make a 
difference. Those of us in the West have been given much, and 
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so more will be expected of us. We’re better off financially; we 
have more education; we’ve grown up in safe countries. All of 
these are gifts that can be used in the service of our gracious 
God.

Further, we don’t think that ‘full-time ministry’ can never be 
strategic. In the last days, as we articulated in the body of the 
book, we live in a world where redemption and creation work 
are both necessary; they work together to create an explained 
picture of the future, and; whatever paid work we do, we’ll do a 
mixture of creation work and redemption work. Throughout 
this age, there’ll be Christians gathered into communities which 
will need to be led, taught, encouraged, and so on. And in the 
West, at least, most of these communities need to have some 
of their common life expressed in formal organizations, and 
these organizations need to be run. Some of these 
communities and organizations will need to pay people for 
their work of teaching, managing, and so on. In addition, there’ll 
continue to be contexts other than church communities in 
which the body of Christ is served: there’ll be theological 
lecturers, mission agency directors, school chaplains, and many 
other roles, some of which haven’t yet been invented. For some 
people, it’ll be very good to take up these roles, and they’ll have 
to set aside years and funds to train for them.

So we don’t think that it’s wrong to seek to be strategic, nor 
that paid Christian work is never a strategic option. Rather, we 
simply think that it’s taking things too far to claim that, in 
general, all paid Christian work options are more strategic than 
any other work. Similarly, for a particular person, even if they’re 
highly suited to some paid Christian roles, we don’t think that 
it’s always more strategic for them to take any paid Christian 
role over any other work.
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We expect that this assumption will already have been 
challenged to some extent by our first suggestion — that we 
call people to something more specific than ‘full-time ministry’. 
Once we start to think more extensively about various kinds of 
paid Christian roles, this should lead to more insightful 
decision-making about the actual roles available to us. It’s 
impossible to assess two abstract opportunities — ‘full-time 
ministry’ versus ‘other work’. Similarly, it’s impossible to compare 
one abstract possibility (‘full-time ministry’) with one concrete 
reality (the job I currently have). Even with a modest 
imagination, it’s almost always possible to conceive of some 
work scenario that’s better than my current one. As a teacher, I 
can always imagine another teaching role with students more 
suited to my teaching style, or with friendlier colleagues, or 
better pay, or more flexible hours, and so on. So if someone 
asks, “Is ‘full-time ministry’ better than other work?”, it’s too 
abstract to be meaningful. If someone asks, “Is ‘full-time 
ministry’ better than teaching?”, it’s still too abstract: naturally 
we can imagine some paid Christian roles that would be more 
useful than some teaching roles. But once someone asks, 
“Should I be a primary-school teacher or a children’s worker in a 
church?”, they might begin to make some useful reflections on 
the matter. The question is still abstract, because there are 
many details about particular primary-school teaching roles 
and particular children’s worker roles which might make one 
actual job more useful than another. But the roles in general 
have enough in common to make some sort of comparison 
possible. And while you can still idealize either role to some 
extent, you can’t do so infinitely. (Someone considering such 
options will still need to do the more concrete analysis that we 
outlined in chapter 9. This cuts across our unexamined 
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subcultural belief that working for a church is always more 
valuable.)

This isn’t to say that everyone must have a clear idea of what 
they’ll do down the track. We can imagine, for example, that 
someone follow the vague inclination that they should get 
more theological training, with a view to being better 
equipped to teach the Bible, even if they don’t know in which 
context they’re going to teach. It’s possible to act on this kind 
of half-formed inclination, as long as you also understand that 
you’re not preparing yourself for an abstracted ‘teach the Bible’ 
role, but rather for something specific, which may also include 
opportunities to teach the Bible as a volunteer.

Some costs to assuming that ‘full-time ministry’ is always 
more strategic

There are real costs to this assumption that ‘full-time ministry’ is 
always the most strategic option. One obvious example is that 
some people end up doing paid Christian work which is 
actually less strategic than their previous career. For instance, 
we can imagine someone who’s a competent paid pastor in a 
city where there are many competent paid pastors. But in order 
to take up that role, he left a law firm where he was one of only 
a handful of Christians who could demonstrate to their 
colleagues what it means to follow Jesus.

In addition, this assumption about ‘full-time ministry’ can short-
circuit our thinking about finding good work We’ve noticed a 
tendency to extol the form of ‘full-time ministry’, rather than any 
actual good that’s being done in a particular post. Some people 
assume that if you do something in a church context, it’s 
necessarily strategic (even if you’re being ineffectual, you’re 
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unsuited to the job, or your work is damaging your family). But 
this is to let the tail wag the dog: the value of your work doesn’t 
come from its context. Your work isn’t valuable simply because a 
church is paying you for it. We hope that we’ve said enough in 
the body of the book to explain where we think the value of 
work lies.

We’ve also noticed an unwillingness for some who’ve decided 
to do paid Christian work ever to consider creation work, even 
when it seems to be the best option. For example, in more than 
one case, we’ve heard of missionaries expressing reluctance to 
undertake creation work, even though missiology suggests that 
it takes years to really know a culture. What better way is there 
to get to know a culture and language than to do creation work 
among the locals — to work in a café or a school, or to start a 
business which provides a valuable service to the community, 
together with some employment? What better way is there to 
love others and build relationships which might provide the 
opportunities for redemption work? (Of course, the same logic 
could apply to a paid leader in a local church, especially if they 
have little contact with unbelievers.)

Related to this, we’ve noticed that ‘full-time ministry’ can easily 
become the non-negotiable, and so people will endure almost 
any cost to stay in paid Christian work. We think it’d be better if, 
alongside the benefits, we factored in some of the real costs of 
people doing paid Christian work. These aren’t reasons that no 
one should do any paid Christian work. But they might mean 
that certain people shouldn’t take up particular paid Christian 
roles, or that people should be more willing to leave roles if 
their circumstances change. At the very least, these costs 
suggest that we shouldn’t issue a global call to ‘full-time 
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ministry’ without considering the shape of individual lives. 
These costs include such things as:
• removal from the coalface of mission. After a year or two of 

ministry apprenticeship and three or four years in 
theological college, it’s easy to lose contact with 
unbelievers. It’s often said that the kind of people to recruit 
into ‘full-time ministry’ are those who have a lot of 
conversations about Jesus around the water-cooler. But this 
is precisely the problem: once they’re working for a church, 
they’re no longer at the water-cooler.

• loneliness. A number of factors can contribute to this: the 
necessity to move fairly often; the belief that ‘full-time 
ministers’ belong to a different class of Christian; paid 
pastors’ fear that being vulnerable with church members will 
make it more difficult to do their job; church members’ fear 
that being vulnerable with paid pastors will turn them into 
sermon illustrations or leave them open to an abuse of 
power.

• lack of accountability. This is related to loneliness: if no one is 
sharing life with you, then your sin may go unnoticed or 
unchallenged: you may be “hardened by sin’s deceitfulness” 
if there’s no one to remind you of the gospel 
“daily” (Hebrews 3:12–13). Of course, there are opportunities 
to be encouraged by, say, other paid pastors or 
denominational hierarchy, but these are limited. Other 
leaders aren’t in your church; they don’t share life with you 
day by day. So they can only act on what you tell them, not 
what they see. Sin is deceitful enough that even if we 
confessed all our conscious sins to others, there’d no doubt 
be others that we hadn’t noticed (see 1 Corinthians 4:4, for 
example).
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• rigid ministry shapes. Many paid roles bring with them a 
denominational platform cost. This might include dealing 
with additional bureaucracy (with its committees and 
paperwork), adhering to set polity, and using certain real 
estate — however unhelpful these might be for actual 
discipleship and mission. In addition, the dominant model 
primarily requires full-time, theologically trained generalists 
for church growth (whether the strategy is planting new 
churches or starting new Sunday gatherings). If this is a non-
negotiable, then our growth will necessarily be slow, as each 
new generalist demands tens of thousands of dollars extra 
in the budget. (And of course, if the new staff member is 
brought in from outside, there are additional costs in terms 
of their learning the church culture and surrounding culture, 
building relationships, and so on.)

• burnout. We’ve witnessed a number of devastating cases 
where the non-negotiable element in someone’s life has 
become a paid Christian role. For many people, this is 
stressful work — understandably so, when they’re often 
dealing with people in difficult circumstances, and when 
they can’t maintain the ‘professional distance’ of, say, a social 
worker. Various factors might make people feel trapped in 
the role they’ve taken on: their identity is bound up in their 
work; they’ve let their ‘secular’ skills lapse, so it’d be difficult 
to find other work; there’s social pressure: people ‘joke’ that 
when someone leaves a paid church role, it must be 
because they’re falling away. And so people persevere, even 
when it’s clear that they should quit. Meanwhile, the stress 
of the job puts pressure on other life responsibilities, 
especially marriage and parenting. You need a strong 
marriage (and indeed, a certain kind of spouse) to withstand 
that kind of pressure over a long period. But for some 
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people, the paid Christian role has become the non-
negotiable, and so the marriage is sacrificed on its altar. 
Where they could’ve lost their job, but kept their marriage, 
they’ve chosen to lose their marriage, and hence the job as 
well.

So there are costs in assuming that ‘full-time ministry’ is always 
the most strategic option. But there are also at least three more 
concrete reasons to question this assumption:
• The culture is post-Christian: you can’t just have staff put on 

church events and expect to reach the community.
• Work is collaborative: you can’t make a blanket statement 

about the effectiveness of an individual doing paid church 
work without thinking about the relational networks in 
which that work will take place.

• Discipleship and mission require long-term relationships 
and modelling: it’s impossible for paid church leaders to 
effectively maintain an adequate level of relationship with 
100 (or even 50) adult church members, let alone with 
unbelieving neighbours.

We’ll address these in turn.

The culture is post-Christian

A number of Western countries are now in many ways ‘post-
Christian’. National Church Life Survey statistics indicate that 
only 19% of Australians attend church at least once a month; 
half of these are Roman Catholic.94  According to a 2007 
Tearfund survey, up to 70% of people in the UK report not just 
that they don’t go to church, but that they have no intention of 
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going to church in the future.95  And so we face a number of 
challenges. In the past, churches were at the centre of many 
communities: the majority of the population attended Sunday 
gatherings and shared certain elements of a Christian world-
view. ‘The minister’ had high social standing. In such a culture, 
one undoubtedly strategic thing to do was to have paid church 
workers preach the gospel clearly Sunday by Sunday, as well as 
being involved in various church-centric ministries during the 
week. But today, unbelievers are less likely to come to our 
church events. Church gatherings are now foreign turf for the 
bulk of the population: they’re no longer a neutral, shared 
territory (and may even be viewed with hostility). In addition, 
community confidence in ‘ministers’ has been undermined by 
such things as sex and money scandals, the suspicion that 
they’re just looking to ‘notch up a few conversions’, and the 
knowledge that ‘the minister’ has something to gain if you 
come to his church.96

Increasingly, then, we’re going to have to take the gospel out to 
where the unbelievers are. This is what love teaches us to do: 
we shouldn’t force others to come in to where we feel 
comfortable so they can hear the gospel; we must go out to 
them, where they feel comfortable. Similarly, as the wider 
society loses touch with a Christian world-view (and hence with 
concepts such as sin, righteousness, and forgiveness), and as it 
grows more sceptical about the authenticity of Christianity, it’ll 
become increasingly difficult to merely proclaim the gospel: the 
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concepts by themselves will seem foreign, irrelevant, and 
suspect. More and more, we’ll need to show the gospel as well 
as tell it: when we live visibly as Jesus’ disciples, it’ll be easier for 
others to understand the gospel story that we speak.

The more you feel the weight of these cultural shifts in your 
setting, the more likely you are to think (a) that Christians need 
to be visible everywhere, not just gathered together on a 
Sunday morning, and (b) that it might therefore be strategic to 
leave a good number of our best evangelists in the workplace, 
rather than putting them in the pulpit. For this to happen, 
they’ll need to learn how to be good workers who do good 
work (not to mention good spouses, parents, citizens, and so 
on).

This observation is bolstered by the interconnectedness of 
creation and redemption work. It’s often argued that paid 
Christian work will give you more time for redemption work. 
This sounds good in theory. But the story of how redemption 
work actually happens is often complicated, because most 
redemption work happens in the context of relationships, and 
relationships are multi-faceted. For example, our opportunities 
to speak the gospel to someone seldom spring from nowhere. 
They tend to grow out of friendship, and friendships are 
nurtured through various forms of creation work — we’re 
colleagues; we share meals, watch films, attend sporting events, 
do some gardening; in the sight of our unbelieving friends, we 
tend to our spouse and children well, resolve conflict with our 
friends, and so on. All of this provides a relational platform 
which (a) gives opportunity to show what it means to follow 
Jesus, and (b) provides the background of love and trust into 
which the gospel word of repentance and faith can be spoken 
incisively and authentically.
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This call to re-evaluate the strategic value of different kinds of 
work is in fact a call for us to change so that we can stay the 
same. In order for churches to remain vibrant and indispensable 
elements of the local community, in many cases they’ll need to 
act differently from how they did in the past, when the 
community came to them.

This isn’t to say that everyone should abandon traditional 
churches. We’re thankful for the work that God has done 
through faithful churches over the past few decades: people 
have come to Christ and grown to maturity. Moreover, if we just 
take Australia as an example, these cultural shifts aren’t evenly 
spread across the country. In some small towns, for example, 
churches are still important community hubs: they form part of 
the rhythm of the town life; they provide important rites such 
as christenings, marriages, and funerals; they’re places to turn to 
in a crisis. Furthermore, if the 19% of Australians who are 
currently church attenders all came to Christ, it would 
completely transform the nation. But we think that there’s also 
space for us to experiment with other forms of church, with a 
view to reaching some of the 81% who don’t currently attend 
(and who, for various reasons, may not feel comfortable to do 
so). Some of these forms of church will require more leaders, 
but fewer paid staff. Therefore the call for some of these leaders 
will be not to do paid Christian work: for the sake of the gospel, 
it’s better that they keep loving people through their regular 
work.

This is unusual in our context, but it’s common elsewhere in the 
world today and has been throughout church history. Most 
notably, in the ‘pre-Christian’ culture of the New Testament, the 
Apostle Paul is willing to make tents to support himself (Acts 
18:1–4). While he argues that it’s right for apostles and teachers 
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to be paid for the redemption work they do (1 Corinthians 9:1–
11; Galatians 6:6), he’s willing to forgo payment where he thinks 
it’s better for the sake of advancing the gospel (1 Corinthians 
9:12–27; 2 Corinthians 11:8–10; 2 Thessalonians 3:7–10). In the 
case of the Corinthians, he wanted on principle to offer them 
the gospel free-of-charge (perhaps as a display of the grace or 
strength-in-weakness of the gospel).97  For the Thessalonians, he 
wanted to provide “a model for [them] to imitate”. In neither 
case was it a lack of available funds. Our interest here isn’t so 
much in the specifics of all the reasons Paul might have waived 
his right to payment. The point is that Paul’s decision to accept 
funds or not was tied to the specific context in which he was 
serving — to what was best for discipleship and mission. It 
wasn’t tied to a non-negotiable connection between his role 
(as apostle) and his remuneration.

Work is collaborative

A second reason ‘full-time ministry’ isn’t necessarily the most 
strategic flows out of the collaborative nature of work. Our work 
doesn’t take place in a vacuum. So we shouldn’t think, “If I’m in 
regular paid work, I can do 10 hours of ‘ministry’ per week, but if 
I go into paid church work, then I can do 50–60 hours.” Leaving 
aside the dubious view of ‘ministry’ here, notice the 
individualistic way of thinking. It doesn’t really factor in the 
reality that the best work is done in teams, and that how 
effective I am is directly related to how effectively we work 
together. Giftedness and the interconnectedness of work mean 
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that a team can be greater than the sum of its parts. This should 
be especially clear in a church setting, where personal ego has 
no place, where we should value one another’s gifts, and where 
the role of leaders isn’t to do all the ministry themselves, but 
involves equipping others for works of service (Ephesians 4:1–
16).

Immediately we say this, of course, it throws us back to consider 
the concrete particulars of a given paid Christian role: how can I 
work together with these people? How can I serve these families? 
How can I lead this particular group? How can they serve me? Is 
there anyone here who can speak the truth in love to me? 
Given our specific sinful tendencies, how reasonable is it to 
expect a long-term partnership? This is especially important in 
paid church roles, because so much of the work is relational. 
Sadly, we know too many stories of paid church workers whose 
effectiveness is severely limited by irresolvable conflict with 
other staff or church members. This hardly seems to represent a 
net gain in ‘ministry’.

Incidentally, this might be one reason (among a number) to 
prefer to pay existing members of a church, rather than an 
outsider. In the first instance, it removes a number of 
unknowns: we can probably make a more reasonable 
assessment of how well we’d work together. Moreover, 
invaluable relational networks with both church members and 
unbelievers are already in place.

The other side of this coin, of course, is that those who wish to 
pursue ‘full-time ministry’ should do so in consultation with 
their churches. If they’re going to work elsewhere, this 
represents a real cost to local discipleship and mission. The 
decision-making needs to include those who are going to bear 

194 Good Work

Review copy only. Please don't redistribute



that cost. Of course, churches should willingly make sacrifices 
for the sake of the kingdom elsewhere, but they shouldn’t have 
sacrifices foisted on them by those who would be leaders.98

Discipleship and mission involve long-term, relational 
modelling

As we’ve noted, it’s often argued that paid Christian work is 
more strategic because it allows more time for redemption 
work. There are two ways to understand the phrase ‘more time’. 
On the one hand, we might mean ‘more hours in any given 
week’; on the other, we might mean ‘more years’. A lot of 
discipleship and mission (although not all) is work that needs to 
take place over not days, but months, years, and decades. One 
pastor was facing the task of turning around a moribund 
church. He was advised, “Pastors consistently overestimate what 
they can accomplish in five years, and they consistently 
underestimate what they accomplish in 20 years.”99  Of course, 
not all good work requires that amount of time, but a lot does. 
And many paid church roles are geared towards lasting only a 
few years.

Sometimes this is built into the system itself (for example, an 
assistant minister is moved every couple of years before 
‘graduating’ to having his own parish); sometimes the nature of 
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church growth means that the role for which you were hired no 
longer exists. For example, if a paid pastor has been working in 
a church for six or seven years and has overseen its growth from 
50 to 200, he may no longer be needed: someone who’s 
competent to lead a church of 50 may not be competent to 
lead a church of 200. But if ‘full-time ministry’ has become a 
non-negotiable for him, he’ll have to leave his church to go and 
start afresh with another group of 50. It’s not just a change of 
job, but a complete change of life — for him and his family.

Long-term, committed relationships are also the best context in 
which to model what it means to follow Jesus. Both 
discipleship and mission rely on this kind of modelling (see, for 
example, 1 Corinthians 11:1; 1 Thessalonians 1:6; 2:8).100 
Modelling suffers when paid church workers move frequently. 
In part, this is because it simply takes time to develop these 
relationships. And in part, if we know that the paid church 
worker will be moving on soon, we might be less willing to 
invest in relationship with him. Church leaders who don’t rely 
on income from the church may be freer to commit to long-
term relationships with both believers and unbelievers, and 
hence it may be more strategic for them not to take up paid 
church work.

Where to from here?
Assuming we’ve brought you this far, it remains to tease out 
how we think the world might look if our two suggestions were 
taken up — particularly when we remember that these 

196 Good Work

100 For a contemporary example of how some of the hard work of discipleship 
can be done before conversion, you may wish to listen to this story: 
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suggestions are made against the backdrop of the principles in 
the body of the book.

Being imaginatively sacrificial in ordinary life

If these suggestions were taken up, we think that people might 
think more creatively about how to live sacrificially for Jesus. At 
present, many gifted people who love Jesus receive the default 
advice to pursue ‘full-time ministry’. We’ve heard too many 
people say that staying in secular work would’ve been the 
comfortable thing for them, and that the desire to make 
sacrifices for Jesus led them into paid Christian work. This 
seems to betray a certain lack of imagination (and undoubtedly 
a lack of good models). If they want to make sacrifices for Jesus, 
couldn’t they move to a less popular suburb? Couldn’t they 
move to an area where paid Christian workers can’t go, or 
where no one can afford to pay them? Couldn’t they serve 
sacrificially in other areas of their life?

We need to be careful when we say that we’re doing 
something “for the gospel”. If we only associate “working for the 
gospel” with paid Christian roles, the sad corollary is that the 
rest of us aren’t working for the gospel — presumably we’re 
working for ourselves or for some other idol! But we hope that 
all Christians do what they do “for the gospel”. All Christians will 
make decisions that flow from the grace-filled reality of the 
death and resurrection of Jesus; all of us should be so 
committed to Jesus and his gospel that we make sacrificial 
decisions. And so, for example, you don’t go overseas as a 
missionary or take on paid church work just because of the 
gospel, or just because it’s a sacrifice. Rather, you do these 
things also because there was an opportunity, because (I hope) 
you have some aptitude, because (in the case of foreign 
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missionaries) your parents don’t need you to care for them, and 
other, similarly pragmatic reasons.

When we miss these steps in our thinking or in our 
communicating, we risk creating a culture where the real 
servants of Jesus are those who are paid for their service.

Unbundling eldership, training, and employment

Secondly, if people took up our suggestions, we wouldn’t 
expect them to systematically bundle together the categories 
of elder, theological graduate, and paid employee. Although 
these can coalesce in the one person, they don’t have to. They’re 
distinguishable from one another:
• Being an elder is primarily about being godly: it’s the grace 

of God manifesting itself in a pattern of Christlikeness. Elders 
need basic competence in managing a household and in 
teaching (not necessarily in the form of sermons!). They 
should be able to model these things to others, and hence 
have a life worth imitating. They need the time available and 
the willingness to take responsibility for leading a group of 
God’s people. (See 1 Timothy 3; Titus 1; 1 Peter 5.)

• Theological college is primarily about training in specialist 
skills of exegesis (perhaps in the original languages) and 
various kinds of theology (systematic, Biblical, historical, and 
ethical). It does this in an academic setting. Some 
theological colleges will also give some input in such areas 
as Biblical counselling, cultural analysis, management, and 
preaching, though this usually isn’t extensive or assessed 
according to competence: it’s difficult for academic 
institutions to assess non-academic skills.

• Paid employment tends to be about fulfilling a number of 
functions necessary to an organization — more than could 
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be done in a voluntary capacity. In a church setting, this 
might involve such diverse tasks as preaching forty times a 
year, visiting the sick, managing other staff and volunteers, 
sitting on various committees, taking retirees on outings, 
teaching school Scripture, and mowing the church lawn.

Notice that these things don’t necessarily go together. We can 
(and should!) have elders who are godly and competent at 
reading and applying the Scriptures to real life, but who don’t 
have a theological degree (say, because they’re not 
academically gifted, or because the benefit can’t justify the cost 
of taking three or four years out of paid employment). They 
work in normal jobs and hence can model to others how to be 
Christlike in their careers and other life responsibilities. Likewise, 
a theological degree doesn’t guarantee godly character, nor the 
ability to apply the Scriptures in godly wisdom to the details of 
ordinary life, nor the skills to run an organization. (Indeed, the 
more academically inclined may also prefer abstract principles 
over the concrete facts of everyday life. It’s by no means a hard 
rule, but it is a pattern.) Finally, being qualified as an elder and 
having a theological degree don’t necessarily give you the 
range of generalist skills that might be required in a paid 
church job. 

Meanwhile, it can be difficult for those in paid church jobs to 
lead by example, because their lives look very different from the 
lives of others in the church. They may work long-but-flexible 
hours, for example, which presents both opportunities and 
challenges to family life. To some extent, this is like the life of a 
small-business owner, but very different from the life of a 
salaried worker.
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Finally, tragically, if someone’s living is entirely dependent on 
their working for a church, we might continue to employ them 
even after they no longer meet the criteria of eldership — if 
they’ve failed to lead their spouse or children well, or to 
manage their household finances, for example.

We think the Scriptures call for plural male eldership of 
churches, so we would hope that most churches already have 
leaders who aren’t employed by the church and who don’t 
have theological degrees. The more we unbundle these 
categories, however, the more open we might also be to 
paying not just full-time generalists, but part-time specialists. 
Depending on what’s needed, we might pay people in order to 
free them up to use their gifts, beyond what’s possible for them 
in a voluntary capacity. At a very basic level, if we have some 
gifted evangelists, we might look to give them some money to 
help cover the costs of the extra hospitality they’re doing. Or 
we might free them up one morning a week to do some 
clothes-washing and general life-administration, so that they 
have more time free in the evenings and at weekends to 
develop relationships with unbelievers. Other examples might 
be paying a small group leader whom we’re asking to take 
pastoral responsibility for around twenty adults (one day a 
week), or a money-savvy mum to do the bookkeeping (one day 
a month), or a businessman with no formal theological 
qualifications who can help us organize ourselves (three to five 
days per year). Again, ideally, such people wouldn’t be hired 
from outside, but raised up from within.

Further, the more we unbundle these categories, the more 
likely we are to desire suitable specialist training. Before 
someone can be trained for a role, however, we need to be able 
to articulate accurately and honestly what the expectations of 
that role are. For example, if a position as a paid church leader 
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required that you be able to write a budget and manage a 
number of volunteers, we couldn’t honestly say that a 
candidate was adequately equipped simply because he was 
gifted in the ministry of the word and prayer: he would also 
need to be skilled in managing both money and people. 
Likewise, if a key part of the role was teaching, we would need 
candidates who knew some of the basics of helping people 
learn — who could demonstrate proficiency in teaching 
people with different motivations and learning styles, for 
example. In order to have such competent candidates, we 
would need to provide apt training for the skills that they 
actually needed.

Deciding whether or not to do paid Christian work
Having said all this, we know that some people will still be 
asking, “So…should I do paid church work?” The first thing to 
say is that paid Christian work isn’t a special case! The principles 
for finding good work are going to be the same for everyone 
and every kind of work — the kinds of things we’ve outlined 
throughout this book (and summed up in chapter 9). The 
second thing is to note that, if our suggestions are taken on-
board, ‘full-time ministry’ isn’t some kind of immutable, life-long 
calling. Much like the Apostle Paul (see Acts 18:1–3; 1 
Corinthians 9), people might move between paid and 
voluntary church work, or full-time and part-time Christian 
employment, according to their fluctuating capacity and the 
needs of those whom they’re seeking to serve. The third thing 
is to check that if someone asks, “Should I do paid church 
work?”, the ‘I’ in the question is not an individualistic ‘I’. The 
question of whether or not you do paid church work isn’t just 
about you, but about the needs of others and a range of other 
factors. The lenses we may wish to use include:101
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• character — Do you live an ordinary, godly, sacrificial life? Do 
you serve in a variety of ways, including creation and 
redemption work, with a view to modelling the Christian life 
to those younger in the faith and younger in age? Do you 
exercise God’s gifts for and with others? Do you ask that God 
grant the kind of maturity that would make it appropriate 
for you to lead others?

• competence — Are you competent for a particular role? In 
the course of life, we discover that we’re competent at some 
things and not at others. This might well include 
competence to teach the Bible (and other competencies 
required for various paid Christian roles).

• community — Have others confirmed your character and 
competence, both in the church and in the world? In 
addition, are there are people with whom you can work well 
and effectively in this role? (For example, I once took a paid 
role with a church not because I thought I was suited in 
some abstract sense to ‘full-time ministry’, but because I’d 
been part of that church for a long time, knew the people 
well, felt I could work with them, and was competent to fulfil 
the particular demands of serving in the available role.) Our 
first goal should be to serve well where we are; we shouldn’t 
trade serving the real people where we are now for the 
abstract possibility of serving some other people in some 
other capacity in the future.

• conviction — Do you want this role? Not everyone who has 
the character and competence to lead a group of Christians 
is also going to have the will to do so (1 Timothy 3:1; 1 Peter 
5:2). But we may begin to develop convictions about how 
we would like to serve, where we would like to serve, whom 
we would like to serve, and with whom. It’s unlikely that we 
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have convictions about all of these at once. We might, for 
example, be:
- convinced that we should teach the Bible, or;
- convinced that we should move to a rural area, or;
- convinced that we would like to be a church pastor, or;
- convinced about the kind of church we can serve in, 

independent of the kind of role we can take.
• circumstances — How do your real circumstances affect 

your capacity to take up a real position? Any number of 
circumstances might come into play, here. They might 
include such things as: being able to care for your spouse 
and children properly; being able to cope academically, 
emotionally, financially, and spiritually with theological 
training; whether there is any actual need for the gifts you’d 
like to exercise in a paid capacity; whether you in fact need 
to be paid; particular responsibilities and opportunities in 
other relationships (for example, how would changing jobs 
affect your ability to love unbelieving friends and family?); 
particular sinful tendencies (for example, you may not be 
suited to certain forms of leadership if you’re a control freak 
or a people-pleaser).

• commissioning — Is a particular church willing to appoint 
you to a position of leadership or other role (Acts 6:1–6; 
13:1–3; 1 Timothy 4:14; 5:22)?

A wider discussion
We’re conscious that we’re writing in the context of a wider 
discussion — one where passion and personal investment are 
high. What we’ve said above is fairly specific to certain strands 
of Australian evangelicalism, though we hear echoes of similar 
thoughts as we read books and listen to sermons from 
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elsewhere. For those outside our narrow context, we know that 
the particular issues we raise may not apply — or not be as 
keenly felt — in your setting.

Meanwhile, we’ve been reluctant to include this appendix, due 
partly to the nature of appendices in general, and partly to the 
particular content here. Firstly, appendices have a way of being 
loosed from their body, and so from the wider argument. For 
us, it’d be an unfortunate result if people rejected the whole 
argument of the book because they found something in the 
appendix that caused offence. We’re concerned not to be 
misheard. So while we’re not so naïve as to imagine that we can 
control its distribution, we will make this plea: if you come 
across this appendix loosed from its book, please extend 
kindness towards us and track down the rest. And if you find 
what we say objectionable (or otherwise!), please let us know 
directly. We’re not claiming infallibility, and we’re always open to 
incorporating feedback into future versions.

Secondly, we’re to some extent hesitant about the material in 
this particular appendix. On one level, all the necessary 
theological pieces have been moved into place in the body of 
the book, and what we write here is merely a corollary. But in 
conversation with a number of people, we’ve seen how our 
particular subcultural narrative about the necessity to consider 
paid church work is powerful enough to exist on its own: it can 
easily become uncoupled from the rest of our theological train. 
People talk in one breath about the value of ‘secular work’ and 
in the next encourage everyone to consider ‘full-time ministry’ 
as if it’s the only way to seriously follow Jesus. Therefore we’ve 
felt compelled to make some observations explicitly about this 
kind of work. Further, we don’t want to sound as if we’re 
ungrateful for the context in which we’ve been trained, nor for 
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the faithfulness of those who’ve answered this call to ‘full-time 
ministry’, nor for the work God has done through them. Nor do 
we want to offend, denigrate, or discourage those who are 
working hard for Jesus in good conscience: we see no 
advantage in that! We’re not looking to sweep away the whole 
system as it stands. Rather, we’re simply seeking to point out 
some negative unintended consequences of this general call to 
‘full-time ministry’, and to offer some possible solutions for 
these.

Conclusion
In conclusion, we feel the need to address two different groups 
of people: those who’ve had negative experiences of paid 
Christian work, and those who are nervous about any challenge 
to the existing culture.

Firstly, for those who’ve been ‘burnt’ by paid Christian work, we 
hope that this appendix has been a welcome admission of 
some of the problems with our current church culture. We’re 
writing in a context where real decisions, fuelled by a real 
culture, have had real costs to individuals, families, and 
churches. We’d like to encourage you, then:
• to take responsibility for your actions. Even if there’s a 

culture around us, we’re still responsible. We need to own 
both our mistakes and our response to the mistakes of 
others. If others have sinned against us, it doesn’t justify our 
sinning in response.

• to rest in grace. Thank God for his loving kindness to us: we 
don’t need to earn his favour; when we fall short of 
expectations — our own, others’, God’s — we trust that the 
death and resurrection of Jesus declare that there’s now no 
condemnation. All the good that we do is in his strength 
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and for his glory, as, by the power of the Holy Spirit, he’s 
transforming us into the likeness of his beloved Son. 
Sometimes this is painful (Hebrews 12:1–17; Romans 8:18–
39).

• to trust in God’s sovereignty: though we can’t see or 
understand everything from one end to the other, we 
believe that nothing is lost in God’s economy.

Secondly, we know that upon reading this some people might 
worry that if our two suggestions were taken up, then no one 
would go into paid Christian work. This isn’t our intention: as 
we’ve said from the outset, we think there’s a place for paid 
Christian workers. Moreover, we can’t know if our suggestions 
would in fact lead to fewer people working for churches. (For 
example, we can imagine circumstances in which more people 
might build successful businesses in their 20s and 30s, and so 
by their 40s be in a position to donate substantially more time 
to discipling others.) But more importantly, paid Christian work 
isn’t an end in itself, nor a good to be defended at all costs. The 
key end to which we are directing our prayers and our efforts is 
the growth of Jesus’ kingdom. We long for genuine discipleship 
and mission, and we should welcome whichever godly forms 
of ministry achieve those ends.

And indeed, we hope that if the principles outlined in the body 
of this book are taken up, then, please God, we should see a 
real growth in discipleship and mission as people are 
impassioned and equipped to live wholeheartedly for Christ in 
every sphere of life.
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Assignment
At the back of each book, we include assignments to help you 
reflect on how the materials can be applied in the context of 
your own life. If you’re working through this book in a group, 
assignments can also help other participants benefit from your 
thinking. They’re designed to help you with the materials, not 
to be a hurdle.

We propose, then, that assignments be brief (no more than 500 
words). They can be a personal reflection in informal English — 
you don’t need to write an essay! If you want to quote 
someone else’s thoughts, it’s good to indicate where they come 
from, but don’t feel that your paper should be academically 
rigorous, with footnotes and bibliography.

Suggested assignments for this Course are:
1. Interview someone who’s more experienced in your field of 

work. It’s recommended, but not necessary, that this person 
be Christian. Interview someone whose experience is 
relevant to you, for example:
• a colleague or someone senior to you in your industry; 
• if you’re self-employed, a mentor or someone whom you 

respect and from whose experience you can learn;
• if you care for your own children full time, another 

parent.

In your interview, you may wish to cover such things as:
• What their work involves;
• How their work is good (see chapter 2);
• Any areas of their work (or the context of their work) 

which are not good (see chapters 2 and 5);
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• Anything about their work which would make it difficult 
to follow Jesus;

• How their work fits with the other responsibilities they 
have in life (see chapters 8 and 9);

• Advice for how you could do your work better and any 
concrete suggestions for training you would benefit 
from.

2. Using the principles laid out in this book, assess your current 
work and make a plan for the future.

a. Describe your current work. For example:
• How is it an expression of love? Whom do you get to 

love in a few ways, and whom do you get to love in 
many ways? How?

• How is your work connected to other people’s work? 
How does it enable other work or relationships?

• What is your attitude to your work?

b. Make a plan for the future (say, the next twelve months 
or five years). For example:
• How can you better serve your colleagues, clients, 

suppliers, etc.?
• Is there anyone in your work with whom you could 

develop a more multi-faceted relationship (i.e. move 
from loving them in a few ways to many ways)? How 
might you go about that?

• Should you seek ‘better’ work?
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