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INTRODUCTION: 
 
 We come today to the third sermon in our series “A Theology of Work.” 
Before getting to today’s text, I want to highlight the importance of that word 
“theology.” Theology is the study of God, and our efforts in this series of 
sermons are simply focused on learning how to bring God into our work lives. 
What does the Bible say about the place of work in God’s world?  
 

An old Charlie Brown cartoon reminds us of the importance of theology. 
Lucy and Linus are sitting indoors watching a downpour out their window. 
Lucy says to Linus, “Boy, look at it raining… what if it floods the whole world?” 
Linus responds, “It will never do that. In the ninth chapter of Genesis, God 
promised Noah that would never happen again, and the sign of the promise is 
the rainbow.” Lucy: “You’ve taken a great load off my mind.” Linus: “Sound 
theology has a way of doing that.”  

 
All areas of theology must take into account Genesis 3. The Bible comes to 

us in three parts: paradise created, paradise lost, and paradise regained. 
Genesis 3 is the pivot, describing how the paradise God created was lost. No 
area of theology can ignore Genesis 3, and that is certainly true of this area of 
work. Work was not a result of the fall of the human race into sin, because 
work was present in the original paradise. Nor did the fall cancel work. But it 
did change it, and we are still living with that change today. It would not be 
wrong to say that we are suffering from that change. Let’s consider more 
carefully how the fall has affected work.  
 
 
I. The Curse 

 
Three things are cursed in this passage: the serpent, childbearing, and the 

ground. Let’s consider the second and third of those. God said to the woman, 
“I will surely multiply your pain in childbearing; in pain you shall bring 
forth children. Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule 

over you” (Gen. 3:16). It should be noted that this curse is related to the 
earlier mandate given to the man and woman to be fruitful and multiply and fill 
the earth. The mandate is left in place, but now it will be accomplished with 
pain and difficulty. The pain being spoken of here should not be limited to a 
woman’s labor and delivery, though that is certainly part of it. It is speaking of 
the entire parenting endeavor. Any parent can tell you that the pain associated 
with parenting doesn’t end with the delivery of the baby. Nor does it end when 
children grow up and leave the home of their parents. The parenting role is 
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made more challenging by the rather obscure phrase at the end of that verse. 
“Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you.” I think 
the Old Testament scholar Bruce Waltke is correct in saying that this means 
that the way the sinful nature will work in a marriage is that it will introduce a 
power struggle. The wife’s desire will be to dominate her husband, but he will 
in return seek to dominate her. This competition for power will only serve to 
make everything worse in a marriage.  

 
The third curse is the one that relates to work. God said to Adam, “cursed 

is the ground because of you; in pain you shall eat of it all the days of 

your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat 
the plants of the field. By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread” 

(3:17-19). Note that work is not cursed, but the ground. Like the curse spoken 
to the woman, this one also relates to the creation mandate. Adam was told to 
rule the earth and subdue it, and that duty is not removed. But now it will be 
much more difficult and frustrating. Just as marriage and parenting would be 
accompanied by pain, so Adam is told here that his work will be marked by the 
same. Thorns and thistles will emerge from the ground along with the fruitful 
plants. It’s not unlike Pharaoh telling the Israelites that their quota of bricks 
will stay the same, but now they must gather their own straw. The work 
requirements stay in place, but now become far more painful.  

 
Though the language is clearly agricultural, these words are meant to apply 

to all kinds of work. There is still an echo of Eden in our work, a sense of the 
goodness and deep satisfaction that comes with a job well-done. But there is 
also this curse that brings pain to the process. What is some of that pain that 
is commonly associated with our work? On the mild end, there is simply the 
reality that every job is a combination of things we like to do and other things 
that we don’t like to do but must do.  

 
In some cases, there are jobs that dehumanize, making a person more of a 

machine than a person. In an often-cited book published in 1972, Studs Terkel 
interviewed 133 workers. As they reflected on their jobs, many of their 
statements were dark and bleak. “A job should be a job, not a death sentence.” 
“Jobs are demeaning. You walk out with no sense of satisfaction.” “One minute 
to five is the moment of triumph. You physically turn off the machine that has 
dictated to you all day long.” In the first sentence of this 589-page book, Terkel 
is equally bleak. 

 
This book, being about work, is, by its very nature, about violence—to the spirit as 
well as to the body. It is about ulcers as well as accidents,…about nervous 
breakdowns as well as kicking the dog around. It is, above all (or beneath all), 
about daily humiliations. To survive the day is triumph enough for the walking 
wounded among the great many of us. 
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Another dark depiction of work can be seen in the 2002 movie, About 

Schmidt, starring Jack Nicholson as an actuary for a life insurance company. 
The movie opens as he is retiring. His final efforts at work had been devoted to 
carefully collecting and filing his work in order assist his successor. But as he 
is leaving the office several weeks after his retirement, a visit to see if there’s 
any way he can help that successor, he sees all those boxes he had so carefully 
put together on the loading dock awaiting trash pickup.  

 
An important application comes to mind regarding this curse on the ground 

and its effects on work. The application is to avoid the two errors of idealism 
and cynicism about our work. Idealism fails to accept the effects of this curse, 
while cynicism gives too much place to the curse. Tim Keller contrasts these 
two errors like this: “Idealism says, ‘Through my work I am going to change 
things, make a difference, accomplish something new, bring justice to the 
world.’ Cynicism says, ‘Nothing really changes. Don’t get your hopes up. Do 
what it takes to make a living. Don’t let yourself care too much. Get out of it 
whatever you can.’” Taking into account the Bible’s view of work from Genesis 
1-3, I think we can summarize it like this. We should expect our work to be 
both frustrating and fulfilling. It is fulfilling because there is an echo of Eden 
still remaining in our work. But it is frustrating because of the curse of Genesis 
3.  
 

 
II. The Curse and the Two Kingdoms 
 

A theme is introduced in this chapter that will become of major importance 
in the rest of the Bible, and this theme also relates to our work. It is the theme 
of the two kingdoms, suggested by the division in verse 15 between the 
offspring of the woman and the offspring of the serpent. God said to the 
serpent, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your 

offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise 
his heel.” As this is developed in the rest of the Bible, the offspring of the 
woman are followers of Christ. They have a dual citizenship, being citizens both 
of the kingdom of this world and of the kingdom of heaven.  

 
The enmity between these two groups doesn’t take long to surface. In the 

very next chapter, it shows itself in the murder of Abel by his brother, Cain. 
There is a clear separation between believers and unbelievers from the very 
beginning of the Bible. These two groups are both distinct from one another 
and share things in common. They are distinct in the most important areas of 
life. They believe differently, serve different masters and have different futures, 
either salvation or damnation. But they also have things in common. The pain 
in childbirth and in labor is common to both believers and unbelievers. Both 
are under the curse of verse 19, to “return to the ground, for out of it you 
were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”  
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The world of work is one which believers share in common with 
unbelievers. The beginning of various occupations can be seen in Genesis 4, 
and all of them begin with Cain and his unbelieving descendants. After Cain 
murders his brother, God puts a mark on Cain and promises him justice if 
anyone should take his life. This is the beginning of the justice system, which 
God promises here to an unbeliever. Later in the chapter, three descendants of 
Cain are named: Jabal, Jubal, and Tubal-Cain. They are listed as innovators in 
three areas of human culture: agriculture, music, and metallurgy.  

 
An important question emerges about our work life from this distinction of 

the two kingdoms. What is to be the Christian’s attitude toward the work that 
is done in the kingdom of this world? Many of our remaining sermons in this 
series will seek to answer this question as we consider the biblical passages 
that speak to this. Does this two-kingdom perspective mean that we were 
wrong several weeks ago when we spoke against a secular-sacred distinction in 
our work? That is a distinction that elevates church-work over secular 
occupations. No, I think both are true. We need to recognize the presence of 
two kingdoms while also renouncing the sacred-secular dichotomy. We affirm 
both when we recognize that all of life is sacred for the Christian. That means 
that our work in the kingdom of this world is to be an act of worship to God. All 
of life is sacred. If your job is to clean restrooms in a busy airport, it can be 
done as an act of worship to God. This brings us to our last point. 
 
 
III. The Curse Lifted 

 
Though this passage contains some very hard news about work and the 

curse that will affect our work until Jesus returns, it is also filled with hope. 
We see that hope in the curse on the serpent and the prophecy that the seed of 
the woman will bruise the head of the serpent, a fatal blow. This well-known 
prophecy is the first one about Jesus. But I want to call our attention to 
another word about Jesus here. In verse 21 we read, “And the Lord God made 
for Adam and for his wife garments of skins and clothed them.” They had 
tried to cloth themselves, and the best they could do was to make garments out 
of fig leaves. In place of that wholly inadequate garment, God provided a better 
one, though at the cost of the life of an innocent animal. This too is a picture of 
Jesus, the innocent Lamb of God slain for our forgiveness and covering.  

 
What does this have to do with our work in the face of this curse? It is a 

reminder to us that God will provide when his children confront the 
brokenness of this life, including the pain associated with our work lives. Let 
me apply this by asking you a question. What is the least favorite part of your 
job? I’m including all jobs here, not just jobs that come with a paycheck. 
Maybe it’s the meetings you have to attend or perhaps the paperwork that 
seems to be an obstacle to the main work you do. Maybe it’s a hostile, 
unfriendly work environment. Or perhaps there’s just one aspect of your job for 
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which you feel inadequate, and you dread having to do it. What if that 
weakness were viewed as an opportunity to draw near to God, an open door for 
God to enter your daily work? What if it were like Adam and Eve’s pitiful fig-leaf 
garment, reminding you of your inability to meet the challenges before you. But 
then God enters in to do for you what you could not do for yourself. In this sin-
cursed world, God steps in through Christ to turn the curse into a blessing. 
The hard parts of your job are God’s invitation to you to bring him into your life 
at very practical levels.  

 
 
CONCLUSION: 
 
 How should we think about our jobs when those jobs are in the kingdom of 
this world? We will be looking at many different passages later in this series 
that help us answer this question, but for today I want to make one simple 
point in answer to this question. With transformed hearts and minds, we are to 
take our Christian values into the workplace. There are many Christian values 
that could be mentioned here, such as hard work, loyalty, and honesty. But I 
want to mention the one that is mentioned first in that list of the fruit of the 
Spirit: love. What might it look like to bring love to your workplace?  
 

I received an email this week from a church member who shared with me 
an email he had received from someone who formerly worked for him. This 
employee was not raised as a Christian but came to know Christ during the 
time of his employment by a member of our church. He writes that when he 
joined this company, “I became part of a team who were like a family. My boss 
was more of a coach who expected accountability but simultaneously preached 
within the company Christian values. In fact, we often took time to pray for our 
fellow workers when in need and/or their families. Prior to key meetings we 
prayed for guidance and a positive outcome of our efforts. Unlike a large 
corporation, the company had a soul, a spirit of joy in good times and a can-do 
spirit in hard times. We worked hard but together and in the open. I embraced 
the company and fellowship I came into so late in life. Facing cancer upon a 
planned retirement in 2013 set me back, shocked me and forced me to realize 
my own mortality. The team at [work] pulled together in prayer for me and my 
family. It was very special and powerful… God’s plan for me was to pull me out 
of the rat race of corporate America and allow me to decompress…with heartfelt 
love for Christ and my fellow team members.” 

 
It is true that all of our jobs have challenges associated with them. But it is 

also true that even these challenges are an opportunity to come to God and see 
him at work in us and through us, as we live out the values of the kingdom of 
God in our work in the kingdom of this world. May God help us to do so! 


