CO-LABORERS WITH CHRIST

For most Americans tomorrow is a holiday, it’s Labor Day, and in the opinion of some, it is the most hypocritical of all of our holidays. They say that if Labor Day is a celebration of the unique rights and freedoms that we, as workers, enjoy in our nation, that if we’re really thankful that we have jobs while some don’t, that if we’re really serious about labor being a blessing, then what we should do on Labor Day is go to work and tell the boss, “I’m going to work today, and I’m going to work for free, just for the joy of working.”

But no, we’re not going to do that, are we? Most of us will say, “I don’t want to work on Labor Day, but I do expect to get paid for it anyway.” Maybe we’re not quite as dedicated to the celebration of labor as we thought.

So let me ask you a few questions, “Do you really like your job? How many of you look forward to going to work on Monday mornings because you really miss seeing your boss? How many of you miss your fellow workers so much that you can hardly wait to get back and see how they’re doing?”

Now if you answered “Yes” to any of those questions, then you’re in the minority. Surveys reveal that 65% of American workers are unhappy with their jobs. Many of them go to work simply because they have no other choice. “I owe, I owe, so it’s off to work I go.”

They would probably tell you that they are unhappy with what they do because it is the same old routine day after day, and their life seems to be a meaningless merry-go-round with no real purpose to it.

Tennessee Ernie Ford sang, “You load sixteen tons, and what do you get, another day older and deeper in debt.”

Someone else sang, “Up in the morning, out on the job, work like the devil for my pay. Fuss with my woman, toil for my kids, work till I’m wrinkled and gray. But that lucky old sun just rolls around heaven all day.”

And just like that lucky old sun, many people dream of the day when they’ll have nothing to do but “roll around heaven all day.”

One of our problems in life is that we divide everything into secular and sacred categories. We say that over here is the secular, & over there is the sacred. And we spend the best hours of every day in the secular world. We say, “We’d really like to serve God, but we have to spend so much time on our secular job.”

So we give God an hour on Sabbath morning. And that’s about all for a lot of people.

It was never intended that man should be without occupation. In Eden Adam was given his task:—

“And the Lord God took the man, and put him into the garden of Eden to address it and keep it.” Gen. 2:15. He was directed by the Almighty to subdue the earth, and to exercise dominion over all living creatures upon the earth. His gift of language and facility of expression were exercised to give names to all the beasts of the field and every fowl of the air, as the Lord brought them to him “to see what he would call them.” The requirement of mental and physical effort was not lacking for man in the very first days of his existence on earth.

Indeed if man were created in the image of his Maker why should he not work? Work is divine! We are told in the second verse of the second chapter of Genesis, of God Himself. “And He rested on the seventh day from all His work which He had made.” Gen. 2:2. And Christ Himself said: “My Father worketh hitherto, and I work.” John 5:17. If God works, it is God-like to work,—and he who would be godly must work.

The best qualification for any kind of work is that which is given by the Holy Spirit. The Lord recognizes no such distinction as the world assumes between religion and business. The Spirit is as well qualified to give a person mental or mechanical skill, as to teach him how to pray.

When the ancient tabernacle was to be reared up, the Lord said to Moses, “See, I have called by name Bezaleel the son of Uri, the son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah; and I have filled him with the Spirit of God, in wisdom, and in understanding, and in knowledge, and in all manner of workmanship, to devise cunning works, to work in gold, and in silver, and in brass, and in cutting of stones, to set them, and in carving of timber, to work in all manner of workmanship.” Ex. 31:2-5.

These words reveal to us a general truth. Whoever has wisdom and skill has them as the gift of God; and whoever desires them for any line of lawful human endeavor, whether it be managing an office, directing a workshop, or preaching the Gospel, should seek them from the Lord. All nature attests the constructive wisdom and skill of the Spirit; for it is the Spirit that in the beginning brooded over chaos and developed from it the marvelous works of creation. And the promise of God is, “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally and upbraideth not, and it shall be given him.” Jas. 1:5.

It is because men are so slow to realize that all their skill of every kind comes from God, that they so often take the glory to themselves, and make God’s gift a means of separation from Him, instead of a bond of union.
Most of you have shopped at one of his stores at some or another. J. C. Penney died in 1971 at the age of 95 and left a 1,660 store empire that he built without compromising the principles he had received from three generations of Baptist-preacher ancestors.

J. C. Penney didn’t drink or smoke and for many years, demanded the same from his employees. Penney said, “I believe in adherence to the Golden Rule, faith in God and the country.” He also said, “I would rather be a known as a Christian than a merchant.” Apparently, Penney thought that being a Christian was the most important thing in life.
Christ, as the servant of God; sets the pattern of service for all other servants; for all who yield themselves to God, to serve Him, are accepted as His servants. Christ declares Himself to be the pattern, in these words: “Whosoever would be great among you shall be your servant, and whosoever would be first among you shall be your bond-servant, even as the son of man came not to be ministered unto [served], but to minister [serve], and to give His life a ransom for many.” Matt. 20:26-28, R. V., margin.

But Christ was made in all things like His brethren, in order that they might in all things be like Him. He has no honors that He does not share equally with His brethren; for we are “heirs of God, and joint-heirs with Christ.” So as He sets the pattern for the kind of service to be rendered, we may be sure that He is also an example of the honors and promotions to be received. Every true servant of God—every one who gives undivided service,—no matter who or where he may be, or how meager his advantages have been, has the promise that he shall deal prudently, and shall be exalted.

It was therefore really in the natural order of events when Joseph, who was faithful as a shepherd lad, doubly faithful and loyal as a slave in the house of Potiphar, and who still served with cheerfulness and fidelity when he was most un​justly shut up in prison, should be exalted and placed very high. His governorship of Egypt began in prison, or, earlier still, when he was caring for his father’s sheep.

Being pure in heart, and knowing God’s Word as a life, and not as a mere creed, Joseph had insight into the secret things of God; so when the King of Egypt had dreams that he was sure meant something, but he knew not what, Joseph was the one man who was ready at a moment’s notice to give the interpretation.
Here we see an illustration of how “all things work together for good to them that love God.” It was cruelly thoughtless in the chief butler, to whom Joseph had brought such a cheer​ing message, to pay no more heed to him after he was out of prison. Two long years Joseph was compelled to wait after freedom had seemed almost in sight. It might well seem that his bond​age would never end, when suddenly a messen​ger came with the com​mand for him to appear at once before Pharaoh, and within a few hours at most Joseph was the second man in the kingdom in name, and the first in real power. But what if the butler had thought of Joseph, and had secured his release from prison as soon as he him​self gained his liberty? Doubtless Joseph would never have been heard of again. But God had a great work to be done,—a work affecting the whole world, even to the end of time,—and His servant had to be kept where he could be found for service when he was needed. Joseph was serving God as faithfully in prison, as he ever did anywhere, and it was be​cause he was a real servant of God under every condition, that he was so mar​velously exalted.

“And Pharaoh said unto His servants, Can we find such a one as this is, a man in whom the Spirit of God is? And Pharaoh said unto Joseph, Forasmuch as God hath showed thee all this, there is none so discreet and wise as thou art; thou shalt be over my house, and accord​ing unto thy word shall all my people be ruled.” Gen. 41:38, 39.
Joseph’s wisdom was nothing more than that which naturally comes with perfect obedience to the law of God,—not mere forced compliance with its precepts, but a life which springs from the inborn Word. God gave Joseph success, and caused all that he did to prosper.

“A good understanding have all they that do His commandments.” Ps. 102:10. Wisdom and understanding are as natural to the one whose life is the law of God, as beauty and odor are to the flower. Such lives as that of Joseph are recorded in the Bible, not as something strange and unique, but to show what is really the natural state of everyone whose life is wholly the Lord’s.
One of the commonest complaints that people make is that they “cannot get any employment.” Joseph had no difficulty. He could get all his own work, and that of others, as well. Everybody was willing to let him work. The keeper of the prison turned all his work over to Joseph, and even the king entrusted all his duties to him. And Joseph welcomed all the work that came. That was the reason why he had so much to do. And right here we discover the reason why so many people are out of work. They are afraid of overwork, of doing too much. They carefully calculate how much, or how little, they ought to do for their wages, or how much they feel like doing, and when work is slack their employers have no diffi​culty in determining that they can easily dispense with their services. But real worth makes a place for itself. The man who knows, and who can do, and who, above all, is hungry for work, and not merely for wages, will never be long out of employment. There is lots of work waiting to be done in the world, but it yields only to the one who will do it, and not to the one who merely toys with it. When Joseph was in prison, receiving no wages, he put all his heart and strength into the work, as much as though it had been his own private business. Whoever will do that, will find that he is wanted. Most men out of employment would laugh to scorn the suggestion that they should take hold and do something, working for nothing rather than be idle. “I can’t afford to work for nothing,” would be the reply. But a man can afford to work for nothing a great deal better than he can afford to be idle for nothing. Real, lasting success comes to the men who love work for its own sake.

“And Pharaoh took off his ring from his hand, and put it upon Joseph’s hand, and arrayed him in vestures of fine linen, and put a chain of gold about his neck; and he made him to ride in the second chariot which he had; and they cried before him, Bow the knee; and he made him ruler over all the land of Egypt.” Gen. 41:42, 43.
Here we see in Joseph the likeness of Christ. It was not merely after his humiliation, but because of it, that Joseph received honor from the king, and homage from the people. The mind was in him that was also in Christ Jesus, “who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God; but made Himself of no reputation, and took upon Him the form of a servant; . . . wherefore God also hath highly exalted Him, and given Him a name which is above every name; that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow.” Phil. 2:5-10.
The name given to Joseph was most significant. Zaphnath-Paaneah, according to Egyptian etymologists, means, “Prince of the life of the world,” or, “Saviour of the world.” Bread is the staff of life; and as Joseph had supreme control of all the corn in the land, he was literally prince of the life of the world; and he was, under God, of course, or, by God working through him, the savior of the world; because it was through his wisdom and energy that corn was laid up in abundance, “and the famine was over all the face of the earth. And Joseph opened all the storehouses, and sold unto the Egyptians; and the famine waxed sore in the land of Egypt. And all countries came into Egypt to Joseph to buy corn; because that the famine was so sore in all lands.” Gen. 41:56, 57. It was no fancy title that was given to Joseph.

In this Joseph was a type of Christ, the Saviour of the world, the Prince of life, the Bread of life that came down from heaven to give life to the world. But we should see more in this than Joseph as a type of Christ. We should see in it the truth that we, like Him, are to be saviors of the world: “For as Christ is the Bread of life, so “we being many are one bread, and one body: for we are all partakers of that one bread.” 1 Cor. 10:17. Bread is made solely to be eaten, that men may get life from it; so as Christ gave Himself for the life of the world, we likewise “ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.” This we do in holding them always ready for any kind of service, no matter how humble, hard, or exacting.
We do not get our reward in the next world for the work that we do in this,—we get our reward here. What we get in the next world is a free gift. We get our reward for the work that we do as we go along, and the reward is the happiness that we get out of it, and the ability that it gives us to do more.

He who does not work so well that he learns how to do more does not receive a full reward. I have within recent years learned more fully the meaning of these words of Scripture: “Behold, I come quickly; and my reward is with me, to give every man according as his work shall be.” I used to think, in common, I suppose, with most people, that the reward the Lord would give, would be for what we had done here; that he would measure up the amount of work we had done, and then give us our wages. I have learned better than that. Real work cannot be paid for,—it is beyond price.

In the parable of the pounds, one pound is said to have gained five, and another ten, etc. In the other parable, the talents are doubled—each one had double the original amount, with the exception of the unfaithful servant. Then his lord said to the faithful servant, “Well done, thou good and faithful servant: thou has been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy lord.” Matthew 25:23.
Putting this with the text, “Behold, I come quickly, and my reward is with me, to give every man according as his work shall be.” Revelation 22:12. We find that God gives to every man according as his work shall be found to be, that is to say, we are here in our apprenticeship. We must disabuse our minds entirely of the idea that we are here doing work for the Lord. We are simply learning how to work; we are serving our apprenticeship here, and when the Lord comes and examines our work, he will give us work to do according to the abilities which we have developed here. So he that has done little in this world will have but little to do in the next, because he has developed but little capacity for work. He that hath done much in this world will have much to do in the next, because he has developed a capacity for doing a great deal. Now think! Can God give you any higher work than to associate you with himself in the government of his kingdom? Can you think of anything higher? Is not that a far higher incentive to work than the idea that in the next world we will have nothing to do but lounging about and looking around and letting time hang heavy on our hands? Can there be any incentive to work than to let God make the most out of us of that which is within us?—and he can do wonderful things with very poor material. Can there be any higher incentive to faithfulness than the thought that according as our faithfulness has developed us here will our standing be in the world to come?

Do not get the idea that God’s work is to cease when this present world work ceases. God was at work before this world was made, and he has been working ever since, and he will have work to do throughout all eternity. When the sun is blotted out of the universe that will be only the beginning of work. 
Here is a factory in which there is a number of machines at work. There is one master mind controlling them all; while for every one, two, or three machines,—according to the work,—there is one person in charge of the men, there is one master mind directing the whole. Suddenly, while every one is busy and the hum and whirr of labor is everywhere heard, there is an unusual noise, and on investigation it is found that one of the machines has gone wrong; some part has given way, and it is out of repair. Now what do the men do who are engaged in work with that machine. Their work does not cease, but it is changed, and their regular work ceases. There is an interference with and an interruption of their work because their machine is out of order, and they have to turn to and repair it. When this is done, the regular work will go on.

We are now engaged in the work of repair here in this fallen world. Here is one part of the machinery of God’s great workshop that has gone wrong; it is out of repair, and the work in which all the workmen are engaged at present is simply that of repairing,—restoring that which was lost, and as soon as the work of restoration is completed then the real work will go on. The real work of God will go on when lost souls have been restored and brought into harmony with God’s mind and purpose, so that they can understand him, know him, and know his ways.
SAMUEL WESLEY’S home, the Epworth rectory, was twice fired at night by the rabble. The second time it was entirely consumed, together with its furniture, and the books and manuscripts of the rector, the family barely escaping. Mrs. Wesley was in feeble health, and, unable to climb with the res through the windows, she was thrice beaten back from the door by the flames. Committing herself to God, she at last waded through the fire to the street. It was found that one child was missing. The father attempted several times to pass up the stairs to rescue him, and the consuming steps would not bear his weight. He returned in despair, and kneeling down upon the earth, resigned to God the soul of the child. Meanwhile, the latter waking from his sleep, and finding his chamber and bed on fire, flew to the window, beneath which two peasants placed themselves, one on the shoulders of the other, and saved him at the moment the roof fell in and crushed the chamber to the ground.

“Come, neighbors,” exclaimed the father as he received his son, “let us kneel down and give thanks unto God; he has given me all of my eight children; let the house go, I am rich enough.” This child was John Wesley. In after life, he had the emblem of a house in flames engraved on one of his portraits, with this motto, “Is not this a brand plucked out of the fire?” This providential escape, in his sixth year, gave him an early impression that God had a special work for him to perform. His mother, partaking of the same, felt herself called upon to specially consecrate him to God.

In the early life of Charles Wesley, he was also, at one time, apparently lost to the cause which he afterward espoused. While in school, Garret Wesley, of Ireland, proposed to adopt him, and settle upon him his rich estate. This proposition seems to have received the approval of Charles Wesley’s father, but it was finally declined by Charles himself, who, as his brother John remarked, thus made a fair escape from fortune. The refusal of such an offer as this, by a young man who had all his days suffered the inconveniences of poverty, cannot be explained from a worldly stand-point. His subsequent history, however, throws light upon the motives which actuated him, and reveals the fact that a useful life in the cause of God was considered more desirable by him than wealth and earthly greatness. By the time the Wesley’s were abroad founding Methodism, the young man who was adopted by Garret Wesley, in Charles Wesley’s stead, had entered Parliament. Under George II., he became Lord Mornington, and was the grandfather of the Marquis of Wellesley, the governor-general of India, and of the Duke of Wellington, the conqueror of Napoleon. Had Garret Wesley’s wish been accomplished, the hymns of Charles Wesley, as well as the name of the Duke of Wellington, might never have been known to the world. From the stand-point from which people viewed matters in those days, it would seem that of the two persons, Charles Wesley and the adopted son of Garret Wesley, the latter became the most distinguished and honored, but to us it seems otherwise. The name of Wesley is now recognized and honored in every Christian community, while that of the former is almost unknown.

God preserves the reputation of those, who, seeking to do his will and to honor him, relinquish all claims to worldly distinction and fame, even though their names may be for a time covered with reproach for Christ’s sake. Those whom God has called to lead out in great reforms, have never been appreciated at the time in which they lived, but afterward generations rise up and call them blessed. In the life to come, also, they will shine with the brightness of the firmament forever and ever, while the favored ones of earth who have sought only worldly honor and distinction, will be lost in darkness and death, and their names forgotten.
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