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In preparation for this sermon today, I posed this question, to all who would respond, on my 

Facebook page: 

I'm taking an informal poll for a presentation I need to make. If you would, please leave a one sentence 

Comment in reply to this question..."Why do you work so hard?" It's not a trick question. The word 

"work" is all encompassing having to do with any and all responsibilities you have, paid or unpaid. So, I 

ask again..."Why do you work so hard?" If you'd rather not leave a public comment, then send your reply 

in a private message to me. Thanks! 

The answers I received were pretty much what you would expect. Some were serious and some were 

comical.  The responses can be condensed down to these categories: 

 To provide for basic needs (to pay the bills), and to pay for luxury items (things I want), for both 

myself and for others. 

 To serve others and to make the world a better place. 

 To receive satisfaction and commendation for a job well done from myself, from my boss, from 

the people I serve through my work, and from the Lord. 

 It’s in my blood to work hard. Responsible people work hard. Irresponsible people are lazy. 

 I love what I do.  I hate what I do. 

My own work history: 

For me personally, I have experienced all of the above in my life of work. I’ve had jobs I hated and jobs I 

loved. I’ve had jobs that taxed me to my physical limits on one end, and jobs that taxed me to my 

mental and emotional limits on the other. I’ve had jobs that were repetitive and boring, and jobs that 

brought brand new challenges each and every day.  I’ve had jobs that paid very little and jobs that paid 

very well.  I’ve worked in a grocery store, in a bank, at an airport, and a medical lab. I’ve mowed grass, 

and I worked in a factory in hot, dirty, wet, miserable conditions. I’ve worked on a production line, in a 

RD lab, and I’ve driven a fork truck. I’ve slopped paint on 100 foot high metal poles while suspended on 

the end of a cable, I’ve painted rooms with a roller and a paint brush,  I’ve painted  machinery and metal 

cabinets with a spray gun, and I’ve painted cars. I’ve worked in schools in both traditional and non-

traditional settings, working with students ranging in age from 5 years old to 55 years old. I’ve written a 

book and I’m trying to sell it. I’ve sold encyclopedias and factory built houses. I’ve worked in both church 

and secular settings. And none of this includes the work I’ve done as a volunteer, and the things I’ve 

done just to maintain my home and property. All of this has worn me out just thinking about it!  And it 

has helped me to realize that we are all bound to the world of work as a part of our existence.  Work is a 

HUGE part of our identity.  In that sense, we are all slaves to this idea that work of some sort or another 

is part of the human condition. 



Rest from our labors: 

It is hard to explain to people that, even though I’ve “retired,” I still work every day. I’ve had this strange 

habit that I began back over 20 years ago when my employment situation was absolutely miserable, and 

I was looking for a way out. Whenever I’d start a new shampoo bottle in the shower, I’d look at it and 

think “What will I be doing when this bottle is finally empty? Will I still be in the same position I am 

now?”  I still do that today, and recalling my work life has made me think of all the shampoo I’ve gone 

through over the years! 

The Bible has a lot to say about work, and it’s not my purpose to delve deeply into that today. It’s simply 

too big of a subject!  Instead I want to talk about something we all long for, and I believe it is the thing 

we are all ultimately working for…rest.  Sure, our idea of rest may include all kinds of recreation, but it’s 

still rest. Our work may be deeply fulfilling or it may be terribly frustrating, but we all appreciate the 

opportunity to rest from our labors. Certainly, people of faith long for the blissful promise of heaven 

where the work we do will be indistinguishable from our recreation. The duality we experience on this 

side of eternity between work and rest, between having a job on one hand and having fun on the other 

will be wiped out.   

What Jesus said about work and rest: 

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, 

and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For 

my yoke is easy, and my burden is light. (Matthew 11:28-30 ESV) 

3 main points: 

1. Come to me: This passage is not simply an encouragement from Jesus to pray to him when you 

feel stressed.  This is not, first and foremost, a wooing to a deeper life for someone who is 

already a committed follower.  It is far more basic than that.  

a. It’s a call to leave the Kingdom of Darkness to turn to the Kingdom of Light.  It’s a call to 

salvation. Jesus says in the very next chapter of Matthew:  

 

Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters. 

(Matthew 12:30 ESV) 

 

He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of 

his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. (Colossians 1:13-

14 ESV) 

b. There is no third option.  Scripturally we belong either to the kingdom of darkness and 

are against Jesus, or we belong to the kingdom of Light, the kingdom of His beloved son.  

The only place I can think of in the Bible where it hints at a third option doesn’t sound so 

good. This is Jesus speaking to the church in Laodicea: 



 

I know your works: you are neither cold nor hot. Would that you were either cold or hot! 

So, because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth. 

(Revelation 3:15-16 ESV) 

2. All who labor and are heavy laden:  You are wearing a yoke. There is no option. If you are not 

wearing Jesus’ yoke, you are wearing a yoke that makes you a slave to sin.  The yoke of slavery is 

no easy yoke to bear. It is heavy and it makes you labor.   

a. Paul and Peter each wrote, in their epistles, about false teachers who were trying to 

woo their followers away from grace. On one hand Paul wrote to the Galatians and 

reasoned with them not to return to a system where, instead of a righteousness based 

on faith, they were trying to please God through perfect obedience to external rules. He 

insisted: 

 

For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a 

yoke of slavery. (Galatians 5:1 ESV) 

 

This one kind of extreme …the belief that our efforts alone can please God, and if we are 

good enough we can make it to heaven on our own…is one kind of slavery. We can 

never be good enough to earn the right to eternal life.  This is the kind of slavery that 

the Pharisees promoted and that angered Jesus so much.  The reason Jesus came and 

died was to free us from the need to be perfect in order to be the recipient of his love. 

 

Do you know that we are affected by this lie in many ways today?  All other belief 

systems demand some form of external compliance to rules in order to achieve the 

“right” to eternal life. Only Christianity offers the promise of grace, the promise that the 

price has already been paid, and faith can secure the love and acceptance of God. 

 

But there is another insidious slavery in our culture that is related to this demand for 

perfection, and it’s rampant.  We come under the spell that, in order to be accepted, we 

need to wear the coolest clothes, have the perfect house, drive the latest car, and use 

the best technology.  Don’t get me wrong…in and of themselves having, doing, and 

using these things is not wrong. But the bondage that comes with the eternal pressure 

to measure up to artificial standards is also slavery.  Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we 

could be accepted, and accept others, in spite of how we look, dress, or talk? 

b. On the other hand Peter was rebuking those who were promoting a lifestyle of “eat, 

drink, and be merry for tomorrow we die,” or this belief that our behavior does not 

matter at all. In speaking about these false teachers, Peter said: 

 

They promise them freedom, but they themselves are slaves of corruption. For whatever 

overcomes a person, to that he is enslaved. (2 Peter 2:19 ESV) 



 

The world wants us to believe that freedom is found by doing whatever you want 

regardless of what it does to others.  Let’s consider one sin which is very prevalent, 

adultery.  The excitement of forbidden love and secret rendezvous has an appeal to our 

animal instincts.  But everyone who is considering an adulterous relationship should 

think ahead and consider the probable ramifications of their actions. To illustrate, take 

the time to watch one or both of these movies:  Unfaithful starring Richard Gere and 

Diane Lane and Fatal Attraction starring Michael Douglas and Glenn Close.  Both movies 

give realistic portrayals of the misery that supposed “freedom” can bring.  Links to the 

trailers are in the notes (recommendation – watch the “made for TV” versions if 

possible). 

Drug abuse, lying, theft, cheating…all of these sins are easy to slip into and they can 

cause terrible misery to so many people.  Truly the fruit of sin is a heavy burden.  Even 

something as simple as going into credit card debt to purchase the things you crave can 

put you into bondage. Much of our work and lack of rest is caused by cravings that are 

not necessarily aligned to God’s purposes for us. Paul said this to the Romans: 

 

Do you not know that if you present yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are 

slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to death, or of obedience, 

which leads to righteousness? (Romans 6:16 ESV) 

3. I will give you rest:  Jesus’ yoke, by contrast, is easy and light.   

a. For some reason we have bought into the idea that the commandments are 

unreasonable or too difficult to keep. But this is not the truth according to scripture. The 

apostle John says: 

 

For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are 

not burdensome. For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world. And this 

is the victory that has overcome the world—our faith. (1 John 5:3-4 ESV) 

b. The balance of the passage in Matthew reads like this: 

 

Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you 

will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light. (Matthew 11:29-

30) 

 

A yoke is still a yoke.  A yoke implies that the wearer of the yoke is bound to something, 

and has an obligation to produce.  As followers of Jesus he has expectations of us…but 

he promises that the yoke he requires us to wear is easy and the burden he expects us 

to carry is light. 



c. Why is it light?  Because, typically, yokes are meant for two animals. They share in 

carrying the burden.  If I had to be yoked to anyone, I’d want to be in the yoke with 

Jesus. Those skilled in the training of oxen will sometimes yoke a green or unruly ox to a 

more mature trained ox. 

 

“When using the option of pairing a green animal with a trained ox, the trained animal 

acts as a restraint and helps calm the new animal. The yoke acts as a more rigid 

restraint than would a halter or lead rope. The green animal quickly learns to follow 

the more experienced ox. It is important that the trained animal be large enough to 

hold the unruly animal should it try to escape. Some teamsters feel this is the safest and 

most effective way to train mature, unruly animals.” (From Advanced Training 

Techniques for Oxen by Drew Conroy) 

d. Jesus promises that all won’t be easy in life: 

 

I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will 

have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world. (John 16:33 ESV) 

 

But being yoked to Jesus is the best arrangement for finding rest and peace in this life in 

spite of the troubles, disappointments, and pain we may experience.  What’s so amazing 

about our Lord Jesus is that, even though He is God the Son, He humbled himself, took 

on human form and experienced every kind of pain and temptation we experience, but 

He was without sin. This qualified Him to die on our behalf so we might have forgiveness 

of our sins. The writer of Hebrews explains: 

 

For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but 

one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with 

confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace 

to help in time of need. (Hebrews 4:15-16 ESV) 

 

To summarize: A story about slavery: 

You were born a slave, and you have grown up under the domination of a cruel taskmaster.  Your 

working conditions are horrible. You are miserable, mistreated, and hungry. Even though your master 

promises that a better life is to come if you work hard, you never seem to find that life.  There is never 

any real appreciation expressed for your efforts, and any words that seem kind are eventually exposed 

to be just a way to manipulate you for the benefit of the master. Still, you hold out the hope that if you 

work hard enough, you will find freedom and acceptance.  So you keep on working and working… 

Eventually you decide your best way out is to attempt an escape. You do manage to slip by the guards 

and past the dogs, but, after a miserable few days you are captured and taken to the slave market.  Your 



master is there and he lays his rightful claim to you but, to your great surprise, an offer comes for you to 

be purchased by another slave master.  The price he ends up paying for you is inconceivable… “Why 

would anyone think I am worth all this?” you say to yourself.  At first, you do not believe the life you 

experience on your new master’s plantation, because everything is the exact opposite of your old life.  

You have reasonably comfortable living conditions. You are well fed.  Your ailments and injuries are 

attended to…although many scars from previous beatings are permanent and visible.  Your work is still 

hard, but you discover as the days go on that you find much satisfaction in your labors. Your new owner 

seems to know you well even though you are new on the plantation. He acknowledges your hard work, 

and he is constantly moving you to new positions and responsibilities where you seem to be even more 

productive. You come to love your work and your new life not just because you are cared for and 

satisfied, but mainly because your new master notices you, he treats you like a son or daughter, and 

beyond that he treats you like a close friend.  Even if you have a bad day he hardly seems to notice, and 

it doesn’t faze his love and concern for you as a special person in his eyes. Your master assures you that 

if you ever need anything you should just ask.  You do ask for things at times and, even though you don’t 

always get what you ask for, your master has an uncanny way of providing exactly what you need. 

Even so, as time goes on, you think about your old life and the few times where you got away with 

breaking the rules. There was something exciting about rebelling against your old master, and you yearn 

for that kind of excitement once again. So you manage to sneak out of your quarters, you break into a 

store, steal some booze, and you get totally drunk. In your altered state of mind you get mouthy and 

end up in a fist fight with some other rebel slaves. The police intervene and take you to jail.  When you 

sober up and come back to your senses you feel very ashamed. You wonder how your master will 

respond once he finds out. Even though you worry about whether he will allow you back on the 

plantation, your biggest concern is relational…how will he feel about you?  Will he be hurt, 

disappointed, or even angry? Will he disown you? Will he still consider you to be his friend? 

After a fitful night in jail you wake up to overhear the jailer conversing with your master. The jailer 

assures your master that you are there, and the master pays the fee to have you released. As he takes 

you back home you fall all over yourself crying and apologizing, but he almost acts as if nothing ever 

happened. He treats you the same as if you had never left the plantation. 

As the years go on, you continue to develop in your skills and in your friendship with your master.  At 

times you’ve done things that have displeased him, but he never seems to hold it against you. At other 

times you insist on a different position, or you try to do your chores in ways other than what you know 

to be the Master’s will.  Your master allows you to exercise your own choices, but soon you are 

dissatisfied or you start having trouble. The Master doesn’t always come to your rescue right away.  It 

seems as though he does this to remind you of what life could be otherwise…back on the old plantation. 

His kindness is overwhelming, and you find yourself repenting and acknowledging that His ways are 

always better than your ways.   

You always find yourself reflecting on the kindness of your master and your relative unworthiness. But 

instead of feeling guilty, your natural reaction becomes one of extreme gratitude.  Why would you ever 



want to rebel or to do things in any other way than the way your master says is the right way to do 

them? 

 Put yourself in the position of this slave. How would you feel about life as a slave? About 

working under this master? Would you call this slavery?  How hard would you work for a master 

like this?  Would you even consider it work? 

 This story may seem simplistic or fanciful, but it does capture, although inadequately, the truth 

behind the life Jesus offers to us. He offers us a life of rest...as a grateful subject of His kingdom.  

Have you fully submitted to this master? 

 

Scripture promises rest from all our labors. Even though this will ultimately come through eternal life for 

those who have placed their faith in Jesus, He does promise rest in this life as well.  Paul’s 

encouragement in Philippians, that we have looked at together often, expresses this well: 

 

Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in 

my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to 

will and to work for his good pleasure. (Philippians 2:12-13 ESV) 

 

Other Resources: 

www.nytimes.com/video/2011/05/03/.../how-to-yoke-oxen.html - A farmer demonstrates how to place 

a yoke on two oxen. Interesting! 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ul2PFDdeJ2k - Two experts share techniques for training steers and 

oxen. 

http://www.tillersinternational.org/oxen/resources_techguides/AdvancedTrainingTechniquesforOxenTe

chGuide.pdf - Advanced Training Techniques for Oxen by Drew Conroy 

http://cicministry.org/commentary/issue91.htm - “The Dangers of Spiritual Formation and Spiritual 

Disciplines” by Bob DeWaay.  In this article Bob exposes a false teaching, based on Matthew 11:28-30, 

regarding the meaning of Jesus’ yoke. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KmyDJzNrA-k&feature=related – the movie trailer for Unfaithful. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T_XlNJ-6PZ8 – the movie trailer for Fatal Attraction 

http://www.nytimes.com/video/2011/05/03/.../how-to-yoke-oxen.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ul2PFDdeJ2k
http://www.tillersinternational.org/oxen/resources_techguides/AdvancedTrainingTechniquesforOxenTechGuide.pdf
http://www.tillersinternational.org/oxen/resources_techguides/AdvancedTrainingTechniquesforOxenTechGuide.pdf
http://cicministry.org/commentary/issue91.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KmyDJzNrA-k&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T_XlNJ-6PZ8

