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Hello, Greetings from IPC pray

Today is the first of May. May Day

May Day is a traditional holiday in many cultures both ancient and modern.

The earliest May Day celebrations date back to pre-Christian times, with the festival of Flora, the Roman Goddess of flowers, and the Walpurgis Night celebrations of the Germanic countries. It is also associated with the Gaelic Beltane.  A more secular version of May Day continues to be observed in Europe and America. In this form, May Day may be best known for its tradition of dancing the Maypole and crowning of the Queen of the May. The day was a traditional summer holiday in many pre-Christian European pagan cultures.

Many pagan celebrations were abandoned or Christianized during the process of conversion in Europe. Th Protestants of the Commonwealth under Cromwell forbade all such frivolity altogether. In the Roman Catholic tradition, May is observed as Mary's month, and in these circles May Day is usually a celebration of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

In the twentieth century, many neopagans have begun to reconstruct or recover the old traditions and are celebrating May Day as a pagan religious festival again.

In addition, many countries, May Day is synonymous with International Workers' Day, or Labour Day, a day of political demonstrations and celebrations organised by the unions, communists, anarchists, and socialist groups. In 1904, the International Socialist Conference meeting in Amsterdam called on "all Social Democratic Party organizations and trade unions of all countries to demonstrate energetically on May First for the legal establishment of the 8-hour day, for the class demands of the proletariat, and for universal peace." The congress made it <quote>"mandatory upon the proletarian organizations of all countries to stop work on May 1, wherever it is possible without injury to the workers."

So what about all that? 

A Godless international day of demonstration by the proletariat; A pretty pagan festival, maypoles etc – even to a Roman Catholic synthesis of pagan and worship of Mary. 

So is there anything Christian about May Day? Is there anything Christian about Labour Day? 

Well there ought to be!

One of the very helpful ways we can look at how we should behave is to look at how we were created to be. Then look at what difference the Fall has made – to look at what happened when Adam disobeyed and what effects that had and then to look at redemption -what God has done to overcome the problems that sin caused and finally to look at what will happen in the future when God's plan is completed.

So we start with creation, look at the fall, look at redemption and look at perfection. As I say it is a helpful way to look at a lot of our interaction with God and with God's world. Here I just want to look at one aspect; Work.

Now, the first thing to say is that work is part of who we are as created. None of the creation commands are overturned by what has happened since. Humans were created to work. From the very beginning humans were instructed to work and given days of rest from their work.  So let us have a look at just what we should be celebrating today. Let me try to recover a proper theology of work.

Genesis 1:26-28 says

Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth." So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. And God blessed them. And God said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth." 

So we were not only created in the image of God, but we were created with a job to do – to look after the rest of creation. We were not created to lay back and enjoy ourselves. We were created to work. 

When I think about the richness and diversity which is out there to work with then one can see that no one person could actually do everything, so implicit in the command to work is a command to find out what I am good at and do that, to help you find out what you are good at and help you do that. For instance, I am good with plants, I can grow things well – I studied Botany and Horticulture. Two of my sons are not so good with plants but are good with ideas, but good in different ways: One studied Philosophy and works with how to help other people learn, and the other studied History and studies the way society itself works. I can't do languages: but my wife teaches French. We are all different but the richness of God's creation is so great that we can all find our own ways to work in it and with it. So that is the first thing to say. Work is part of creation. Work isn't a bad thing;  it is a good thing; enabling us to express our individual abilities and capabilities and finding true fulfilment in being what we are created to be ... workers

Let us just remember that this is a creation command – and remember that God found the completed creation “very good”

The second  thing to say is that work is hard, it isn't necessarily pleasant  and the immediate question to ask is <question>whether that is the nature of work; or has something happened that means that work is now hard and unpleasant but hasn't always been like that? Two days ago I mowed our lawn and it was quite hard work, but when it was finished and all the edging done, it looked very good, very pleasant. I was tired but pleased. A bit achey (but then, I'm pretty unfit) but it did look good and there is a proper pride in a job done well

We can't talk much about what work was like for men and women as they were first created. But one thing I think we do know. It may not have been unpleasant but it was probably quite hard. The very fact that God set aside a day of rest implies that it was necessary to have a day of rest.

Gen 2:1-3  Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done. So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation.

If God needed rest then we need rest – and God set aside the seventh day and blessed it.  Made it holy – that is separated and different from the other days – different in that we did not need to work on it in fact we were commanded not to work on that day.

<question>Even if it was hard, was it unpleasant?  I don't think so.  The creation would not have been “very good” if there were bad things in it. Tears and aches and blisters. I don't think so. - those are the very things that God removes in the New Heavens and the New Earth – so I do not think that they were present then. Work was hard but rewarding

<question>So why is work so hard and often unrewarding now?

We know what happened next. The Fall:

Adam and Eve sinned and chose to disobey God. In the punishment that God meted out to them we are told that the nature of work was changed. There are a lot of other things I could say about the Fall but here I just want to talk about work and what happened to it

Gen 3:17-19  And to Adam he said, "Because you have listened to the voice of your wife and have eaten of the tree of which I commanded you, 'You shall not eat of it,' 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, till you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return." 

Note three things here.

1. The ground is cursed because of Adam: That which we were placed in charge of – the created world – is no longer easy for us to work with. Paul says that it is subjected to futility. No longer do things go right, they are bent and twisted and often we can't untwist them

2. In pain we do our work now. Whether or not we had a healthy tiredness before the fall one thing that we now know is that work is hard and painful – now. Blisters, aches and pains, frustration, these are the nature of work in a fallen world.

3. No longer is labour always rewarding; now there are thorns and thistles to contend with.  Yes, it is rewarding in the sense that we sometimes manage to eat the bread that we work for, but unlike what it was before there is a struggle and adversity and it is hard work – the sweat of your brow.

It is difficult for us to imagine exactly how different it is now from what it was then: 

As I said about the creation, the “before the Fall time”; the difficulty and hardness of work is what work is, not what happened to it. But what happened to it is a major difference. Frustrating, Painful, and Unrewarding.

As we read on through the bible we see that work is not only absolutely normal for everyone, but rewarded. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph all work and are rewarded; they become very rich. Work can't be bad else we could not  ask “bless the work of our hands” (phrase occurs 6 times in Deuteronomy alone)  

Psa_90:17  Let the favour of the Lord our God be upon us, and establish the work of our hands upon us; yes, establish the work of our hands! 

The wise woman in Proverbs 30 is commended very highly for the work that she does: for her work and her providing for her household and family. 

Pro 31:13-16  She seeks wool and flax, and works with willing hands. She is like the ships of the merchant; she brings her food from afar. She rises while it is yet night and provides food for her household and portions for her maidens. 

She considers a field and buys it; with the fruit of her hands she plants a vineyard. 

Pro 31:31  Give her of the fruit of her hands, and let her works praise her in the gates.

BUT Riches as the reward for honest work can be a snare if we try to rely on them rather than God:

But also the work of the hands can be evil. More than a hundred times the  words “work of the hands”, “work of our hands”, “work of their hands” and “work of your hands” occurs in the OT and the use is roughly even for a positive use and a negative use.  In particular idols are described as the work of our hands.

Psa 135:15  The idols of the nations are silver and gold, the work of human hands.  

Isa 2:8  Their land is filled with idols; they bow down to the work of their hands, to what their own fingers have made. 

We also know that those who are God's people are often put under even more pressure by those who are not. No longer do we work together but in opposition to each other It is hard enough building a city wall but to have to do it with a trowel on one hand and a sword on the other because of opposition makes the work even harder than it normally would be. That is what happened in Nehemiah's day.

This is always our human problem – the mixture of sin and goodness in all that we do. Rather, I should say that it is the problem for fallen humans, for the way we are now. Even our own best efforts are damaged by our own failures.

God himself didn't stop working at the end of creation. The very curse applied at the fall promised a solution: when speaking to Satan he said

Gen 3:15  “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." 

There is  a promised solution – in time. 

And throughout the OT we see God working to look after his people and prepare them for the coming of the one who would begin the restoration of all things. God leading his people in the wilderness, providing food for them and the many appearances of the Captain of the Lord's Hosts – who is God himself. Truly as Jesus said in answer to the charge that he had worked on the Sabbath day of rest when he healed a lame man:

Joh 5:17  But Jesus answered them, "My Father is working until now, and I am working."  

In Christ's work upon the cross we see the beginning of the resolution and restoration of all things. Yes, Satan did bruise his heel but it was the beginning if the fulfilment that Satan himself should be destroyed – as Paul says in Romans:

Rom 16:20  The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet. 

Note, even in that promise – which is still future to us, we have the work to do – crushing Satan's head. 

I want to make it very clear that just because we are redeemed from sin we are not relieved from work. _ As I said, work is a creation command. It is part of who we are, it isn't the result of the Fall. Yes the Fall made it far harder and far more frustrating but in and of itself work is good. So just because Our Lord Jesus Christ has removed the effects of our sins from us does not mean that we need not work. We live in the world and the world is still fallen. We are created for work and it is still there for us to do.

I also want to make it very clear that the work we have to do hasn't changed. We still have the command to look after the world. We still have the command to earn our living so that we can eat and so that we can feed others who depend on us.

Here are just a few verses

Eph 4:28  Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in need. 

1Th 4:9-12  Now concerning brotherly love you have no need for anyone to write to you, for you yourselves have been taught by God to love one another, for that indeed is what you are doing to all the brothers throughout Macedonia. But we urge you, brothers, to do this more and more, and to aspire to live quietly, and to mind your own affairs, and to work with your hands, as we instructed you, so that you may walk properly before outsiders and be dependent on no one. 

2Th 3:10 -13 For even when we were with you, we would give you this command: If anyone is not willing to work, let him not eat. For we hear that some among you walk in idleness, not busy at work, but busybodies. Now such persons we command and encourage in the Lord Jesus Christ to do their work quietly and to earn their own living. As for you, brothers, do not grow weary in doing good. 

Yes, we do also have the work of ministry, proclaiming the gospel and praying for others but these are an addition to what we have as a creation command. They are not alternatives – spiritual work or secular work – in fact, working in the world for the world is the primary or first command and unless God has called us especially to be a full-time Christian worker the first and earlier command is the more important. “secular” work is our spiritual duty. Even the full time minister may “make tents” as Paul did – that is, work in the world as well exercising his special calling.

Also, as we all know very well, prayer is hard work and can be a battle. Prayer itself is subject to the problems of the fallen world – or rather we are still subject to the problems of the fallen world.

But it will not always be so. There will come a time when Satan's head is crushed and God himself will wipe away all tears and sorrows from our eyes. What then? are we relieved from work in the New Heavens and the New Earth?

I cannot be dogmatic about the future; we are not given too much information!but the passage we read from Isaiah suggest that there still will be work. my chosen shall long enjoy the work of their hands. 

The Risen Lord's body could still eat and I don't see that such things are taken away. We are never told that work is taken away. We are given hints. The martyrs  in heaven under the altar cry out to God. The Kings of the earth will bring their glory to the New Jerusalem and we will reign forever. Reigning implies working at something. We will also worship God for ever.

To say very much about the future is beyond the remit of anyone. What we have to do is think about the now. How does this theology of work affect us now?

Some of us have finished our working lives and we have perhaps had our hard times. Our victories and our frustrations, our success and failures. Some of us are still working at our careers and have retirement to look forward to. 

But let me reassure you; our work is not finished just because we have retired. We still have to live a life that involves work. We were created for work. We were created to worship God and enjoy him forever

Luther was once asked what he would do if he knew that the Lord was coming in the autumn. He said “plant a garden”  Now Adam was a gardener, <question>do we all have to be gardeners? No! What Luther meant was that we were to be found doing what we have been called to do. Just like the steward Jesus talked about

Mar 13:31-37  Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.  "But concerning that day or that hour, no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. Be on guard, keep awake. For you do not know when the time will come. It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his servants in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to stay awake. 

Therefore stay awake--for you do not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or in the morning-- lest he come suddenly and find you asleep. And what I say to you I say to all: Stay awake."

We have to be doing what were we called to do.. worship God and enjoy him forever. Use our God given abilities to discover more and more about the Creator God, become more aware of the awesome richness of His amazing creation

And when we get to the New Heavens and the New Earth .. even more to discover and praise – 

but until then listen to Jesus “what I say to you I say to all: Stay awake."

Pray: Thanks, for work, who we are as created; thanks for your work that overcomes who we are as fallen; thanks for the future overcoming of all problems and the freedom to work properly and worship fully; thanks for HS now to help us; ask help to be obedient and faithful to do what you put before us. In the name of our Lord and Saviour - Jesus
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