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Text 
Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as 

we told you, 
12

 so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent 

on anybody. 

 

Introduction 
 There’s a lot to be said and even more that could be said about the topic I want to 

address today.  So let’s dig right in… 

 Usually what we do here is take a passage of Scripture and then spend our time in 

the world of that text, figuring out what it meant and what it means and hearing God 

speak to us in it.  For quiet awhile we’ve been going through the book of Genesis section-

by-section, but for the last two weeks (and for the rest of the summer) we’re taking a 

break and going over some topics, attempting to synthesize several strands of Scriptural 

teaching.  So that passage that was just read isn’t really where I’m going to have us camp 

out today.  It’s merely intended to be provocative.  Lead a quiet life?  What does that 

mean? 

 Two weeks ago we kicked this off by looking at the first three verses of 1 

Corinthians 15.  There the apostle Paul tells this church that they need to be reminded of 

the gospel – You mean that thing I signed a card for at camp when I was 7?  “Yeah, that.  

You’ve got to be reminded of it.”  And then he tells them it is of ‘first importance’ – 

Really?  I thought it was about voting for family values? The gospel is what Christianity 

is about from start to finish, the warp and woof, the foundation and the pinnacle.  And 

that word ‘gospel’ literally means ‘good news’.  Christianity is good news, not (first and 

foremost) a way of life, a set of doctrines, a private therapy, or an emotional experience.  

Christianity is about good news. 

 So what’s the news?  Paul tells us.  He says it’s that Christ died for sins, was 

buried, and was raised to life on the third day according to all the hopes put forward in 

the Scriptures.  The gospel is a declaration, an announcement, a report, a headline… news 

about an event that literally happened in time and space and history – the death, burial, 

and resurrection of Jesus.  That’s what makes Christianity fundamentally different than 

any other human religion – it’s about what God has done, not (first and foremost) about 

what you must do. 
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 Why is news of this event good?  We looked at it from the individual angle, the 

cosmic angle, and ultimately the GOD angle. 

 

Individually it means I’m a sinner deserving separation from God, but am saved 

by the substitutionary death of Jesus on the cross where he took my sin and gave 

me his righteousness.  It’s pure grace.  There’s nothing I can do; it’s all what 

Jesus has done! 

 

Cosmically it means that God’s promise of a future day when the whole creation 

(including our physical bodies) will be redeemed and remade began to be fulfilled 

when God remade Jesus’ physical body the first Easter morning.  And so there’s 

hope for this world! 

 

Theologically the good news means that we who deserve it the least get the 

greatest good of all – God: the source of all beauty, the conglomeration of all 

virtue, the fountainhead of all pleasure.  It’s all about his glory, which is our 

greatest good! 

 

This glorious gospel will hold captive our attention in awe and wonder as we stare at it 

from all angles for all eternity. 

 And so last week I said that if you believe this… if you accept the news of Jesus’ 

death, burial, and resurrection as historically/literally true… if you see that news as 

ineffably good… it changes everything… here and now!  It grabs your life up into 

something grand and glorious.  It defines you.  It controls you.  It gives you meaning and 

purpose.  It radically reorients your existence.  Radical, right?  And then we read – 

“Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life…”  And here’s the rub… 

 A lot of Christians live their lives with this nagging dissonance.  We leave on 

Sunday fired up by the gospel and ready to live for God, but Monday morning comes and 

we struggle to find the connection.  It causes disillusionment for many.  For others, 

there’s simply a dislocation, Christianity slips out of the sphere of total truth and into the 

realm of private values or weekend experiences divorced from 9-5 reality (or for us who 

live in city – 8-8 reality).  There’s a devastating dichotomy between sacred and secular 

and “ne’er the twain shall meet”… it seems. 

 Last week we talked about one of the primary implications of the gospel – that 

good news is told.  That’s part of the very definition of news.  Christians call that 

‘evangelism’.  And I’m sure many Christians, when they hear of things like this, are 

tempted to think they should become an ‘evangelist’, or a pastor, or a missionary (and by 

that they mean go to Africa or some place like that)… OR at the very least work for a 

‘Christian’ school or a ‘Christian’ company.  If I was really serious about the gospel; if I 

really wanted to live for Christ… 

I want to blow that kind of thinking out of the water today.  I want to talk with 

you today about the topic of vocation, a word that has fallen out of use in Christian 

circles and been co-opted by the corporate world to mean simply a career, when in actual 

fact it is a thoroughly theological term with a great heritage of biblical thinking 

surrounding it. 
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 In short, what I want to communicate to you today is simple and it’s just this: the 

good news gives significance to daily work. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Inadequate Views of Vocation 
 As I said last week, hearing and believing the good news means you get vocal, but 

this week I want to add that it also means that you get a vocation.  Aha!  That’s it!  As a 

Christian I get a job so that I can have people to share the gospel with.  Unfortunately, 

everyone has to work, so why not send Christians into the workplace to evangelize and 

save souls for heaven?  Well… yes… Christians should naturally share the gospel with 

their coworkers, but that’s not the only reason or the main reason why you should get a 

job. 

 You’ll hear others justify Christians in the workplace by the fact that we need 

Christians who make money so they can support pastors or missionaries in Africa taking 

the gospel to unreached places.  And again, this is certainly an important thing.  Even 

Paul sought funding for his mission trip to Spain from the Christians working in Rome 

(Rom. 15:24).  Having something to give to the church is a good motivation to work. 

 Ephesians 4:28 says, “He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must 

work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share 

with those in need.”  Again employment equals money and money is a good thing to have 

so you can give to those who have not. 

 And obviously we need money ourselves to live.  Paul says in 2Thess. 3:10, 

“When we were with you, we gave you this rule: ‘If a man will not work, he shall not 

eat.’”  And there’s a lot in the Proverbs about laziness and slothfulness.  A lot of people 

today are slackers and can use a swift kick in the pants from time to time to get out and 

work hard.  Martin Luther, in his unique way, put it this way, “God does not want to have 

success come without work…. He does not want me to sit at home, to loaf, to commit 

matters to God, and to wait till a fried chicken flies into my mouth.  That would be 

tempting God.”
1
  God wants us to be hard workers, to earn our keep, to not live in debt, 

etc… 

 All of this is true, but if I just stood up here and talked to you about work as a 

means to an end of something else that is good (i.e. money) then you’re still going to 

dread the means.  It’s a chore you have to do to get your allowance. 

If I just touted the virtue of the Protestant work ethic (which I believe in 

wholeheartedly) then work could easily become a legalistic means of self-justification 

and a way to feel good about yourself, an idol of identity.  And then you could miss the 

whole point of the gospel in the first place – that it’s not our work that makes us righteous 

in God’s sight, but Christ’s work. 

Even if our work – what we do throughout the week – is just an adornment to the 

gospel (meaning – If people see me contributing to society, working hard, and being 

generous they will be more likely to hear me out on the gospel), then work is still not 

inherently significant and fulfilling, something good in and of itself, part of what it means 

to be human and happy. 

 

The Old Creation 
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 Let’s go back to the beginning, to the fundamental question of what it means to be 

human.  For those of you who were with us then, think back to last fall when we looked 

at the creation of the world in Genesis.  We saw that God made an orderly world – 

formed and filled; a physical world… and it was good.  Then he made humans to inhabit 

this world – physical matter animated with life and stamped with the image of God.  To 

be in the image of God, we saw, meant to be God’s representatives on earth, reflecting 

God’s glory while continuing God’s work of forming and filling the earth. 

 This is how it was supposed to be – physical beings in a physical world caring for 

and cultivating that world.  There was work to do.  Work in and of itself is not 

unfortunate; it’s what we were made for.  Right from the beginning there were animals to 

be named, gardens to be tended.  The human task was to make civilization – cities, 

governments, economies, families, art, culture (cf. Gen. 1:28).  Each person had a 

significant, fulfilling role to play in this undertaking of filling the earth and subduing it.  

So God created this world and put humans in it to play a part in the shaping and running 

of society in submission to God and in a way that reflected the beauty and order and 

goodness of God. 

But something went drastically wrong.  There was a mutiny, an insurrection.  The 

first humans rebelled against God and wanted to rule over the earth by themselves and for 

themselves.  In that moment everything went off track.  As a result of the first humans’ 

rebellion, this world is now fallen and so societies are dysfunctional and corrupt.  The 

earth is pillaged and plundered.  The distribution of wealth is unjust.  Human 

communities are fragmented.  There’s murder, polygamy, oppression, racism, war.  

Everything is off kilter.  And work is toilsome, even dehumanizing. 

 

The New Creation 

But God embarked on a plan of cosmic redemption that unfolded beautifully 

throughout the history of the nation of Israel and culminated in God himself stepping into 

the world he created in the person of Jesus to pay the just penalty for human sin.  But 

more than that: he died and was raised to life to inaugurate a New Creation.  Follow me 

here.  Jesus’ physical body was resurrected, glorified, transformed and literally walked 

out of the grave.  There was continuity with his old, physical body (the tomb was empty, 

he was recognizable), but there was also discontinuity (he could walk through locked 

doors, he was immortal). 

The implication being this: that what God did for Jesus in the middle of history he 

will do for the whole world at the end of history.  The resurrection of Christ – the second 

Adam – was the first installment of more to come, the end-time breaking into our time. 

What this means is that the Christian hope is not about dying and escaping this 

world.  This physical world is not evil.  It was made good.  It’s fallen, but God’s plan is 

to redeem it and remake it, not to scrap it.  We’re not pantheists (who believe that matter 

is divine).  But neither are we Gnostics (who believe that matter is evil and the ‘spiritual’ 

is good).  The Bible’s hope is not dying and going up to heaven; it’s of heaven one day 

coming down to swallow up this earth.  It’s that death itself will be defeated.  If when we 

die our shells are shed – our bodies are buried to decompose while our souls (the things 

that really matter) go to “heaven” (some ethereal place) – then it could not be said that 

death had been defeated.  Death would not have been swallowed up in victory, but that is 

what 1 Cor. 15:25-26, 54-55 says will happen. 
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And so if our hope in life is not just dying, shedding our skin, and having our 

souls float to the clouds to play harps for all eternity, but rather one day living in a 

perfected, physical world, then that means what we do in this fallen, physical world now 

is not insignificant.  God has called each person to play a unique role in making the world 

go – teachers, bus drivers, bankers, aldermen, carpenters, actors, lifeguards, computer 

programmers, customer service representatives, graphic designers, etc…  This is what it 

means to be human.  Jesus died for our sins and rose again to guarantee a New Creation 

in the future where all the effects of sin are gone, but in the meantime we begin to 

practice for that and seek to bring some of those realities (order, truth, beauty, justice) to 

bear on our world today. 

 We begin to live as humans were intended to live.  We begin to experience some 

of the end-time realities stretching back into our lives here and now.  As C.S. Lewis said, 

heaven and hell are retroactive.  And so for those of us who have heard and believed the 

good news of Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection, we go about our daily life in 

anticipation of the New Creation.  We work for and contribute to the overall good and 

flourishing of society, thereby playing out and prefiguring the cosmic aspect of the gospel 

– that God, in Jesus, has begun to remake this world and will do so completely one day. 

 N.T. Wright puts it this way: 

 

The work we do in the present… gains its full significance from the 

eventual design in which it is meant to belong.  …This means that we 

must work in the present for the advance signs of that eventual state of 

affairs when God is ‘all in all,’ when his kingdom has come and his will is 

done ‘on earth as in heaven.’”
2
 

 

We’re not talking about the social gospel that ignores sin and the supernatural and 

the need for salvation from God’s wrath and reduces Christianity to simply doing good 

deeds and making the world a better place.  But neither are we talking about a kind of 

Gnosticism that sees the physical world as inconsequential and the ‘spiritual world’ as 

what really matters and the sole task of the church as being saving souls for ‘heaven’.  

The Christian hope is more bold than that. 

Thus the good news gives significance to our daily work.  In our various roles 

in society we strive with excellence to contribute to the functioning of human civilization 

because that’s what Christ has saved us for. 

You say: Why try to make something better that we have no hope of making 

perfect ourselves and that Christ’s going to come one day and remake anyway; isn’t it a 

lost cause?  But would anyone ever say that even though we can’t make ourselves 

morally perfect and Jesus is going to do it fully when we die, we shouldn’t strive for 

personal holiness in this life?  Wouldn’t we say that if you don’t begin to live a life of 

personal holiness then you haven’t seen the goodness of the good news?  Wouldn’t we 

say that seeing the good news makes us begin living in anticipation of the day when we 

shall be perfected? 

 

Biblical Understanding of Vocation 

All this is to say that in thinking about our mission as Christians, we need to 

regain a proper sense of vocation.  The Oxford Dictionary defines vocation this way: 
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vocation  /vōkáyshən/  n. 1 a strong feeling of fitness for a particular 

career or occupation (in religious contexts regarded as a divine calling); 

call, calling, mission… 

 

God equips you for and calls you to a vocation in life.  He calls you to a post, a 

station, to be a part of something larger, part of a whole.  Here’s how Luther explained 

this concept of vocation.  He said that when we pray the part of the Lord’s Prayer where 

we ask God to give us this day our daily bread, he answers that prayer “by means of the 

farmer who planted and harvested the grain, the baker who made the flour into bread, the 

person who prepared our meal.  We might today add the truck drivers who hauled the 

produce, the factory workers in the food processing plant, the warehouse men, the 

wholesale distributors, the stock boys, the lady at the checkout counter.  Also playing 

their part are the bankers, futures investors, advertisers, lawyers, agricultural scientists, 

mechanical engineers, and every other player in the nation’s economic system.  All of 

these were instrumental in enabling you to eat your morning bagel….  This is the doctrine 

of vocation.
3
 

 So when we pray for healing God can and does do that supernaturally, but he 

more often than not does it through people faithfully living out their vocations as nurses, 

doctors, or pharmacists. 

 In light of the gospel, your profession is a vocation – a high calling from God.  

It’s one of the primary ways you love your neighbor.  It’s how you participate in the 

functioning and flourishing of civilization.  It’s what you were made for.  It’s practice for 

what you will be doing for all eternity. 

Of course, in light of the gospel, some professions would not count as valid 

vocations – pimping, pole dancing, mafia hitman, etc…  And every valid profession can 

just as equally be used to promote disorder, injustice, ugliness, greed, selfishness, 

corruption…  The world is still fallen and you’re still fallen.  We still earn our living by 

the sweat of our brow.  Work still feels like a dead end sometimes.  But something new is 

afoot.  Our sin has been dealt with.  A New Creation has begun.  We’ve been given hope 

and this good news gives significance to our daily work. 

And the concept of vocation applies to more than just what you do for a living.  

Everyone has multiple callings, various vocations.  Being a husband is a vocation, as is 

being a wife.  There’s the vocation of father and mother.  As a child you have a distinct 

calling in life.  Being a citizen of this country, this state, this city, your ward is a 

vocation.  For many of you being a student is your vocation right now. 

In all these ways we are called to be faithful to the Lord, to work with excellence 

and integrity, to find satisfaction in these roles, and to see ourselves as contributing to the 

overall well-being of the society, which is a beautiful thing when it works.  Sometimes 

it’s harder to see how that plays out in certain fields, but you have to believe that God has 

called you there and that in some small way you’re playing your part in making the traffic 

patterns flow effectively or even non-utilitarian things like making beauty that enriches 

life. 

 

Your Vocation(s) and the City 
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 Oh man, there’s so much more to talk about concerning this topic.  How do I tell 

what my calling is?  Is it an audible voice or just determined by circumstances?  Can a 

calling be temporary?  Can it change?  What about rest and leisure?  What about when 

work does suck?  How do I measure ‘success’?  Talk it out in your small groups and 

around the lunch table this afternoon.  Take this kind of thinking and run with it.  I’m just 

trying to give you a framework. 

 Here’s what I know and what I’m passing on to you as of first importance: Christ 

died for our sins according to the Scriptures, was buried, and was raised to life on the 

third day according to the Scriptures.  And God is calling everyone here right now to 

believe this gospel – to own up to your role in the mess the world is in, to believe that 

Jesus took your sin upon himself on the cross and paid for it and that he rose from the 

dead as the first installment and guarantee of what is to come when God will completely 

remake this world.  Believing this means to cease operating under the assumption that “I 

obey, therefore God accepts me” and start living in light of the good news that “God 

accepts me, therefore I obey.” 

 And that obedience flowing from his gracious acceptance involves obeying his 

other callings in your life.  He has called you to specific roles that help make the world 

go.  Fulfill those callings with joy and purpose. 

 For those of you who are a part of Immanuel, I want to help you love the good 

news and tell the good news.  But I also want to help you love your jobs and see your 

Christian life as permeating every aspect of who you are and what you do.  I want you to 

see the gospel as giving you a purpose for living and that doesn’t just mean that you pray, 

sing songs, read your Bibles and only go out into the big, bad world in order to save souls 

for ‘heaven’.  I want you to see that the good news gives significance to your daily 

work.  I don’t want you to feel like if you’re not a pastor or a ‘missionary’ (again, read 

jungles of Africa; we’re going to talk later this summer about how everyone is a 

missionary) then you should feel subtly guilty or second class. 

I want to affirm you to live out the hope of the gospel in this great city through 

being optometrists, urban planners, database managers, contractors, engineers, project 

managers, moms, dads, teachers, doctors, actors, TSA workers, researchers, office staff, 

etc…  Ultimately I want us to want to see the city transformed by the gospel.  We want to 

see this city look more like that city described at the end of the Bible – the New 

Jerusalem, the New Creation – because the people of God are living out the gospel in all 

the fields and disciplines that make the city work. 

 

Conclusion 

 Let me close with one illustration.  3 years ago when our church began in this 

neighborhood a couple times we had trash clean-up days.  One particular lot on the 

southeast corner of Loomis and Roosevelt we picked up two times.  Each time it got 

trashed again quickly afterwards.  And you know what’s happened now, right?  

Roosevelt Square developments are building brand new condos on the lot.  Was it a waste 

to put any effort into that lot?  I don’t think so. 

 Our vocations in this life only make a small dent in the larger scheme of things, 

which inevitably will remain fallen and corrupt.  It’s going to take Jesus coming back to 

finally and fully redeem this world and put things right, but we still work towards the 
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good of this world out of love for our neighbors and obedience to God and in anticipation 

of the final product. 

 I think an even more helpful analogy to what we’re doing is that of what the 

model home on Roosevelt and Racine is to the massive and sprawling development that 

is Roosevelt Square.  It’s like Jesus has laid the foundation and we as Christians are 

architects and carpenters and plumbers and electricians and masons and painters each 

doing our part to build the model home – you know: the place that has all the different 

finishings and is supposed to give people an idea of what the finished product will look 

like? 

We’re doing our parts to build the model home, knowing that it’s not it, but one 

day Christ will come and build the whole development, even transforming the model 

home into a part of the larger whole.  

 

The Lord’s Table 
We’re still fallen, twisted, sinners.  Our hearts are discontent – we grumble and 

complain about our jobs.  Our motivations are impure – we turn our vocations into our 

idols (our sense of identity; our source of worth); we look to our “success” for our 

justification.  We need God’s grace.  We need Christ’s forgiveness.  We need to come 

back to the truth that what defines me is not my vocation; my identity is not in the fact 

that I’m a consultant, but that I’m in Christ… 

 

Benediction 
So whether you’re a consultant or a cashier or whatever you do, may you do it all for the 

glory of God. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, July 13, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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