God At Work Study Guide

Introduction

It is rare that reading a book can be a life-changing experience.  For me, God At Work, Gene Edward Veith, Jr., Crossway  Books, 2002, was such a book.  The doctrine of vocation has been all around me and I never saw it.  My heartfelt thanks to Dr. Veith for writing the book; to Mr. George Strieter for re-publishing Luther On Vocation by Professor Wingren; to Professor Wingren for such a comprehensive look at Luther’s writings on vocation; to Dr. Luther for having written so much on the topic; and, to God, who has put us all into vocations, allows us to join with Him in His work, and blesses our humble efforts in service to our neighbors.

Having read the book, I wanted to share it with others.  It was that desire that caused me to present the book in a very brief highlight form for use in a Sunday morning adult Bible study.  The class actually grew during the 12 weeks.  Apparently the word got out that something new and different was going on and people wanted to find out what it was.  Many people in the class commented that they were seeing their own world in a much different way.  Some were gaining a new confidence in the work they were doing.  Some saw that something they had been searching for was already in front of them and they didn’t recognize it.  In many and varied ways, lives were changed.  

I suggest that each member of the class have a personal copy of God At Work.  The highlights in the study outline material are inadequate to the task if they are taken alone.  Each session deals with one chapter from the book.  It was necessary to choose both the highlights to select and, more painfully, the highlights to reject.  With each participant having a copy of the book, they are able to get the rest of what Dr. Veith has presented as well as get a better context for the selected highlights.

In addition to the 11 sessions, consideration should be given to a final session which encompasses a review of the entire work, perhaps using the statements from the Today’s Objective section of each session.  

There are two attachment to this outline.  The first is an extended quote from Luther At Work which struck me as  the Table of Duties from Luther’s Small Catechism.  It was taken from the web site of the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, www.lcms.org.  Click on “What We Believe” and you’ll find it and more.

May the Holy Spirit enter the hearts of all who read and study so that their lives may be blessed and enriched through the awakening of the knowledge of God at Work with us and through us in our vocations.

J. D. Lowitzer

Saints Triumphant, 2002

Session 1                                                                                                 

The Christian’s Calling in the World

Today’s Objective:
To begin to see that the doctrine of vocation amounts to a comprehensive doctrine of the Christian life, having to do with faith and sanctification, grace and good works.  It is a key to Christian ethics.  It shows how Christians can influence their culture.  It transfigures ordinary, everyday life with the presence of God.

Exploring:

“Give us this day our daily bread.”

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the population in Shelby County, TN, where I live, is 878,475.  If each person required only a 2 lbs of food daily, that would be 1,756,950 lbs.  If brought in on trailer trucks holding 40,000 lbs each, that’s 44 trucks per day.  That’s a line of trucks roughly a half mile long when parked.  Of course, that would provide no variety, allow nothing for the weight of packaging, doesn’t address requirements for chilling or freezing, and doesn’t address the problem of distribution to individuals!  Getting “my daily bread” is an amazing feat of logistics and teamwork.

Question:  The Psalmist says that God provides for those who fear Him as well as those who don’t (Ps. 111:5; 135:5).  Who does God use to get your city its daily bread?  

Work:  Blessing or Curse?
Question:  When did work begin, before or after the Fall of man?  (Gen. 2:15)  

Question:  What happened to work in Gen. 3:17-19?

Vocation:  Job or calling?

The term vocation comes from the Latin word for “calling.”  It, like many other words, has been drained of its original meaning and is used now merely to refer to just another job.  However we have been called!  

Question:  What do we learn of “calling” in light of 2 Thessalonians 2:14; 1 Corinthians 1:1-2; 1 Corinthians 7:15-20?

Vocation:  Law or Gospel?
Question:  When you think about how you spend your days and how it relates to your Christianity, do you think about what you should do or what God is doing?

Session 2                                                                                                 

How God Works Through Human Beings

Today’s Objective:  To gain a better understanding of the means that God uses to work His will in the world.

Exploring:

God is involved:

Acts 17:25-28

And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else.  From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live.  God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us.  ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.' As some of your own poets have said, 'We are his offspring.' (NIV)

Question:  What does this say about the extent of God’s involvement in the world? 

God Works Directly:

Question:   What passage, or section, or story from the Bible can you cite that talks about God’s direct action in the world?

God Works Through People:

Question:  What passage, or section, or story from the Bible can you cite that talks about God working His will through a person or people?

Is God Hidden?

Question:  Once there is a scientific explanation for something, does that mean that God is not at work?  

Question:  Would it be superstitious to believe that God is at work when we see or experience something we can’t explain?

Question:  How do you define a miracle?

Question:  Is faith a subjective experience?

Session 3                                                                                               

The Purpose of Vocation

Today’s Objective:  To begin to gain an understanding that the purpose of vocation is to love and serve one’s neighbor.

Exploring:

Dual Citizenship:

We are involved in both of God’s kingdoms.  The spiritual (heavenly) kingdom and the secular (earthly) kingdom.  

Question:  What does Christ say regarding our obligations in the two kingdoms?  (see Mark 12:30-33)

The responsibilities:

Question:  Who does the good works in the spiritual (heavenly) kingdom?  (Ephesians 2:8-9; John 6:28-29)  

Who does them in the secular (earthly) kingdom? (Ephesians 2:10)

Question:  Who serves in the spiritual (heavenly) kingdom?  (Matthew 20:28)  What can we do to serve God?

Getting a good seat:
Question:  Can you give some examples of people (past or present) whom you think will have the best “seats” in heaven?  Why?

Question:  Pick a few vocations and rank them the way you think God would rank them.  

Getting a perspective:

Question:  How does my calling serve my neighbor?  Who are the neighbors in my particular vocation, and how can I serve them with the love of God?

Session 4                                                                                              

Finding Your Vocations
Today’s Objective:  To help us see that finding our vocation is largely a matter of finding where God is, the God who hides Himself in our neighbors, in ourselves, and in His world.

Exploring:

What do you want to be when you grow up?

Our vocation is not something we choose for ourselves.  Instead of “what job shall I choose?” the question becomes “what is God calling me to do?”

Question:  Take a quick look at the following passages.  Exodus 3:7-10; Exodus 4:27-31; Jonah 1:1-2; Jeremiah 1:4-19; Matthew 9:9-10; Acts 9:3-22  There are many, many others along a similar line.  What do they tell us?

I’ve got lots of vocations!

Question:  List some of the vocations you currently have.  What others have you had in the past?  What vocations do you anticipate having in the future?

A change in vocation is a change in life.  
1 Sam 2:7-8

The LORD sends poverty and wealth; he humbles and he exalts.  He raises the poor from the dust and lifts the needy from the ash heap; he seats them with princes and has them inherit a throne of honor. "For the foundations of the earth are the LORD's; upon them he has set the world.”  (NIV)

Question:  What changes have you experienced during a change in vocation?  How much of that has been in your control?  Another, similar question, is this:  How much of your life today would you have anticipated 3 or 5 years ago?  Talk about some of the things that you couldn’t have foreseen.

Called to His purpose.

Paul tell us (Romans 8:28) that “all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.”  Paul’s use of the word “called” alerts us to the fact that he is talking about vocation – that to which we are called.

God calls us through other people.  Remember, that’s most often how he gets his work done.

Question:  When has your life been changed by a phone call from a friend, or relative, or even a stranger?  

Now but not yet.
We have our call(s) here and now in the variety of vocations we are already called to.  Nevertheless, we (rightly) continue to plan for our future.  Whether that’s saving for college for our kids, our own retirement, going back to school for a career change, dating, taking up a new hobby, or any number of other things, we are both doing and planning (becoming).

There is a significant aspect here of daily life.  The mundane, often uninteresting, unexciting things having to do with taking a shower and making the bed and going to meetings and paying the electric bill and mowing the lawn and deciding which fund to use for a 401(k) program and passing out bulletins on Sunday morning and preparing a dish for a potluck meal and reading to the kids and helping with homework, are the things which “occupy” us – our “occupation” – our vocation!

Finding our vocation – our call from God – is a matter of finding where he is hidden in our lives.  Of course, He is hidden in our neighbors.  “Once we notice the Hidden God and realize how He is at work – in the workplace, families, the community, and the church – and when we realize the part we play in His design, we have found our vocation.”  (GAW, pg. 60)

Question:  We’ve talked about how God can be hidden.  Can Satan also be hidden?  How can we tell the difference?  What can we do to ensure that we are doing God’s will and not Satan’s?

A prayer for the called life.
Lord God, you have called your servants to ventures of which we cannot see the ending, by paths as yet untrodden, through perils unknown.  Give us faith to go out with good courage, not knowing where we go but only that your hand is leading us and your love supporting us; through Jesus Christ, our Lord.  Amen

(from Morning Prayer, Lutheran Worship, pg. 243)

Session 5                                                                                           

Your Calling as a Worker

Today’s Objective:  To help us better see that our ordinary labors do not save us, but are resting in the grace of God, who in turn works through those labors to love and serve our neighbors.

Exploring:
It’s off to work we go!

Gen 1:27-28

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.  God blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground."  (NIV)

In this remarkable passage, God is establishing two things.  First, he is establishing family and our social relationships.  Secondly, through the authority and command to “subdue” and “rule over” the earth, God establishes human labor.  Keep in mind that this is before sin came into the world.  Work is a part of the perfect (sinless) creation of God.

Also in this brief passage, we are told that we are made in His image.  In other places, Exodus 20:9-11, for instance, we are instructed that we are to work in imitation of God as well!  This passage gives us both the command to work and the command to rest – just as God did.

Question:  In what way do you honor the command from God to rest?  Should this command be viewed as Law or Gospel?  (see Mark 2:27)  Why?

Monday, Monday…

Work is a blessing; it was established by God in the Garden of Eden before the Fall.  After sin came into the world, man still has his work to do, but now it is cursed.  Now work must be done by the sweat of his brow.  (Genesis 3:17-19)

Question:  Can you see both the blessing and the curse in your work?  What about Jesus’ work?  (see Genesis 3:15)  Talk about both of these aspects as you see them in your life.

We’re just doing our jobs.  

How many times have we heard that from those proclaimed by others to be heroes?  Paul says that “In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of hard work we must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: `It is more blessed to give than to receive.'"  Acts 20:35 (NIV)

Question:  In the light of what we have been studying, have your thoughts on this passage changed at all?  How?

Session 6                                                                                    

Your Calling in the Family

Today’s Objective:  To understand more clearly that:  Parents are blessings to their children.  Children are blessings to their parents.  Husbands are blessings to their wives.  Wives are blessings to their husbands.  Even though the treasures of God’s gifts are hidden in “earthen vessels” (2 Corinthians 4:7, KJV) – our own fallen and fallible flesh – He continues to pour out His love through human beings, whom He has placed in families.

Exploring:

Who was Jesus’ grandfather?

The question is not just to find out his name (although you can find it in Matt. 1:1-17), the purpose is to help us gain a perspective that there are so many, many people involved in God’s plan to bring forth a single individual!  Not too long ago, many people were engaged in developing lists of Top 10 this and Top 100 that of the last century.  I don’t think I ever saw a list that talked about the ancestors of the great people on the lists.  Few are known to us.  Without those people, though, the ones named wouldn’t exist.

God chose to bring forth and care for new life by means of the family.  The family is the basic unit of every culture.  Likewise, it is the basis for every other human authority.

The mystery of marriage.

Paul describes the union of marriage as “a profound mystery,” which speaks of Christ and the Church (Eph. 5:31-33).  Marriage is not a sacrament but a vocation.  In Eph. 5:22-28, Paul writes about how husbands and wives are to treat each other.  These passages are too frequently misunderstood to say “who’s the boss.”  In the context of vocation, we can see that the purpose is to love and serve the neighbor.  In marriage, the wife’s neighbor is her husband and the husband’s neighbor is his wife.

Question:  How would marriage look if all selfishness were removed and service to each other were the only focus of the husband and wife?

The miracle of parenthood.

Here is God doing some of his best work through people in the most amazing and miraculous way.  God in His regenerative way, is always creating.  Here God leaves an astounding amount of work to be done by us.  Babies are completely helpless.  Without care, they have no chance of living.

Question:  Who makes babies?  When?  (Psalm 139:13)

Question:  Look at Proverbs 22:6 and Deuteronomy 6:7.  What further obligations do parents have after they have protected, fed, and clothed their children?

Question:  Look at Psalm 68:5.  We know that God works through people.  Does this passage tell us about another “neighbor” we should be looking after?

I’m a child, too!

Of course, we’re all children.  This is the universal vocation.  As long as our parents are alive, we are children to them.  

Question:  Exodus 20:12 is a familiar passage.  What are some of the ways we can serve this “neighbor” in our vocation as children?

Who’s in charge, here?

Question:  Look at 1 Timothy 5:8.  What are some of the implications of this passage?

In the Large Catechism, Luther says that “For all other authority is derived and developed out of the authority of parents.  Father by blood, father of a household (employees), and father of the nation (civic rulers).  In addition, there are also spiritual fathers (pastors).”

The authority is real.  It is from God.  However, in the context of vocation, we understand our obligations are to serve, not to be served.

Question:  How would families, or work places, or nations be different if those in vocations of authority saw themselves as primarily those who serve?

Session 7                                                               

Your Calling as a Citizen
Today’s Objective:  To help us understand, at a personal level, a deeper meaning and context for the separation of church and state; how this applies to our personal lives; how this applies to our congregations.

Exploring:
Christians are called to be engaged not just in government but in their cultures as a whole, working, through their various vocations, to make their county, if only in a small way, a better place for their neighbors.  This emphatically does not mean turning the church into a political action committee or confusing the spiritual work of the Gospel with the political arm of the state.  Christian political activism falls under the vocation of citizenship – not the vocation of faith; and it is important, as shall be seen, not to confuse the different callings.  (pg. 114)

We don’t live under the Law, but we do live under laws.

Question:  We all live under civil law.  In some less developed societies, the law may not be written, nor have a special branch of enforcement or judicial oversight, but all of these functions exist in one way or another.  What is the source of basic laws in society?  (Romans 2:14-15)  When and how did that come to be?  (Jeremiah 31:33-34)

Governments are instituted by God.

Question:  Look at Romans 13:1-6.  These are not always easy words to accept.  They are particularly difficult if one is living under an oppressive government.  Does this admonition apply in all cases?  If you think there are exceptions, what might they be?  Why should there be exceptions?  (See also Romans 12:17-21; Acts 5:29)  According to Romans 13:5, why is it necessary to submit to authorities?

Question:  Those of us fortunate enough to live in the democratic republic of America are in a special position.  Through our system of elections, we ultimately rule over the rulers.  As rulers, what special obligations do we have according to Romans 13:1-7?

Is it OK for a Christian to be politically active?

Christians should be engaged in society.  Indeed, they should be engaged with an intent to improve things for their neighbors.  We should obey laws, pay our taxes, honor and pray for our leaders.  We should vote, debate issues, participate in grass-roots politics and civic activism.  Keep in mind that this is the vocation of the citizen.  Re-read the first paragraph of this lesson in Exploring.

Question:  Is it appropriate for a congregation to participate in things like the pro-life movement, or Habitat for Humanity, or any of many, many other causes, or should that be left to the Christians who may be members of the congregation?  Talk about how to differentiate these vocations.

Session 8 

Your Calling in the Church
Today’s Objective:  To help us better understand that we are gathered together in denominations and congregations in pursuit of a vocation.  While our salvation comes to us through Word and Sacrament and are sustained and fed by them, our life together in the congregation is one of relationships to one another – to neighbors.  Today we look at the vocations of the church.

Exploring:  
So who is called?

We have a calling to the church both as a spiritual kingdom and as a local institution.  Being a Christian is itself a calling.  (Romans 8:28-30)  

Question:  So what does it mean to be called?  (2 Thessalonians 2:13-14)

Question:  When you call someone, you use your voice.  The calling is through words.  Does God do the same thing?  (John 10:27)  Have you heard the voice of God?  (Hebrews 4:12, Isaiah 55:11)

The Gospel is such that, through the power of the Holy Spirit, it creates faith in our hearts, just as God spoke the universe into existence.  This calling is not just a subjective experience, some inner voice.  Rather, it comes from outside the self, to the self.  

Called and Ordained – Something a little different!
We often speak of “called staff,” or “calling” a pastor or a teacher or a DCE.  Now we’re talking about each of us having a “call.”  These are, of course, different vocations all having their place in God’s plan.

The vocation of the pastor is a special office.  Not that it is better than any other vocation.  God acts and is hidden in other vocations as well.  Christ is active in the pastor’s work in a saving way, giving the pastor’s words and ministry eternal consequences.

A pastor has no particular calling to expound from the pulpit his political opinions or to discuss his favorite movie or to share an interesting article from Psychology Today.  What he is called to do from the pulpit is to proclaim God’s Word.  Just as our Heavenly Father makes use of earthly fathers, the Lord as our Shepherd makes use of earthly shepherds.

Question:  What two specific church vocations are discussed in Acts 6:1-4.

We see here that the church is a community of faith – not just a place to go for an hour on Sunday morning, but a place where Christians are involved in each other’s lives.

Question:  Based on Acts 6:1, how would you assess the abilities of the Apostles as church administrators?

Business models can be great for business, and being a C.E.O. is a worthy calling in its sphere.  The church is not a secular institution but a spiritual one, and the call of a pastor is to proclaim God’s Word and administer the Sacraments.  Teaching, evangelism, caring for the flock, and preaching are among the key tasks in the pastor’s vocation.

Question:  How effective would your boss, or your division head, or your C.E.O. be as a pastor?

Question:  When we’re thinking about how things should get done in the congregation, how does the doctrine of vocation help us to keep the right focus?  With this in mind, what, if any, changes would you see in the way this congregation functions?

I need all my parts working!
Some time ago I broke my little toe.  I never gave much thought to my little toe before.  It’s pretty far away from my head and most often hidden inside a shoe.  It’s function isn’t part of my consciousness most of the time.  And yet, when it broke I was forced to use crutches to get around for quite a while.  During that time, there were a lot of things I couldn’t do that I had previously taken for granted.

Keep this in mind as you read through 1 Corinthians 12:12-20.  Also look at verses 27-30.

Question:  There are three short verses in 1 Corinthians 12:5-7.  Each verse has two parts to it.  Look at each of them individually.  What are the two parts of each.  What does this tell you about your role in the church?  About your vocation in the church?  About your calling?

Session 9

The Ethics of Vocation
Today’s Objective:  To understand what a faithful Christian life will look like as faith bears fruit in works.  To better see this as a theology of the Christian life.

Before we get started, let’s be sure that we have some definitions clearly in mind.  “Ethics” is heard and used quite often today.  There are books written about it, collage courses on it, discussions of it in the newspaper, well-paid speakers who lecture on it, and exclamations about it (or the lack of it) in many current discussions of American business.

Ethics:  A theory or system dealing with what is good and bad and with moral duty and obligation.  (Synonym – moral principles; moral values)

Ethos:  The distinguishing character, sentiment, moral nature, or guiding beliefs of a person, group, or institution.  (Synonym – culture; philosophy)

These are both important words and have much different implications.  Today we’ll do something a little different and start with a question.  Does ethos give rise to ethics or does ethics give rise to ethos?  Why do you think so?  

Exploring:

The specific responsibilities of vocation – the tasks – are not any different for Christians or non-Christians.  The difference is on the inside, as faith – or the lack of faith – makes a difference in the meaning of those tasks and in the way they become acceptable to God.  

Vocations have limits or boundaries.
As we saw last week, the Apostles recognized that there were certain things not in their vocation.  They elected others to those tasks – those vocations.  It’s fairly easy for us to acknowledge that the best tuba player in the world may not be able to play the violin at all.  We can generally see that the specific vocation is not “musician” but rather tuba player.  So even though both the tuba and violin are musical instruments, we would not expect to find expertise to play both in a single person.  We sometimes forget these basic things when we talk about our vocation in the church.  While we are all parts of the body, we are not all interchangeable parts!  

Question:  Have you ever been asked to something for the congregation for which you had no inclination or skill?  Did you agree to try it?  If you did, how did it work out?  If you didn’t, how did you respond to the request?  Does our discussion of vocation cast any new light for your future response?

Sinning against vocation.
The Small Catechism includes a “Table of Duties.”  This consists of relevant Bible passages “for all kinds of holy orders and walks of life” (vocations).

One way to look at sin is as a violation of one’s calling.  Since the purpose of vocation is to love and serve one’s neighbor, failure to do so is a sin against one’s vocation.  Anything that violates the purpose of one’s vocation is not of God.  Teachers are to teach, doctors to heal, parents to nurture.

Question:  How do some of our current social controversies look in the light of vocation?  Is euthanasia within a doctor’s vocation to heal?  Is abortion within a mother’s vocation to conceive new life and nurture her child?  

Notice that we’ve taken these questions and framed them in a way that they can be dealt with by both Christians and non-Christians alike.  In looking at these questions as they relate to vocation, it is not necessary – however good and useful it may be – to have faith.  We don’t have controversial discussions over other vocational limits.  For instance, we all agree that business leaders should not cheat or lie or steal.  To do so violates their office, their position, their vocation!

The license of vocation.

Vocation has the capacity to authorize certain actions.  Some things are right when done inside of vocation and wrong when done outside of vocation.  The same action can be right or wrong depending on the vocation of the person.

A surgeon is acting within vocation when she takes a scalpel and cuts a person.  If I were to cut someone, I would likely be arrested and put in jail.  I would be sentenced by a judge to my incarceration by his authority.  If I were to incarcerate someone it would probably be called kidnapping.  I do not have that authority.

We see signs throughout our society that say “authorized personnel only.”  People who are not trained and skilled entering these areas may cause harm and are, therefore, not serving their neighbor.  They are out of their vocation.

Question:  Acting outside of vocation can cause trouble.  I just had an air conditioner replaced at my home.  After watching all that is required to do this, I’m thankful that I didn’t go outside of my vocation and try to do it myself!  Talk about a time when you have acted out of your vocation.  How did it turn out?

Question:  Have you ever felt pushed by someone to violate your vocation?  How did you respond?  Would it be any different now?

Session 10

Bearing the Cross in Vocation
Today’s Objective:  To help us see that, even when we are working within our vocation, we are under the curse of sin and things will go wrong.  It is faith that makes the difference in our lives.

Exploring:
Less than perfect.

We are all under a curse.  The curse is directed specifically to marriage, childbirth, and work.  (Genesis 3:16-19)  That being the case, we cannot expect to find perfection on earth.  No perfect nation.  No perfect marriage.  No perfect child.  No perfect congregation.

People are often heard to say that they reject “organized religion” because the people are hypocrites or always arguing or not friendly enough or lacking in programs or not caring enough or any number of other reasons.  

Question:  Why do you think people talk that way about the church while they are perfectly able to tolerate less-than-perfect schools, cheer for less-than-perfect sports teams (after paying a lot of money to get to see them), go to a less-than-perfect job, purchase a less-than-perfect automobile, and live in a less-than-perfect neighborhood?  How might you respond to someone who is objecting to a less-than-perfect congregation?  

No more curse!
There is Good News!  Jesus came as foretold (Genesis 3:15), He bore our sufferings as well as our sins (Isaiah 53:4), died on the cross for our sins (1 Peter 3:18), rose from the dead (Mark 16:6), ascended to heaven to sit at the right hand of God (Mark 16:19) and works with us to carry on the preaching (Mark 16:20).

The problem, of course, is that until he comes again in glory, we are to do our work still in the shadow of the curse.  We know that the victory is won, but we are still left in the raging battle.  The Christian life is still in the way of the cross, not the way of glory.  (Luke 9:23)

Our crosses are unique to our vocations.  Our particular set of vocations make us unique people.  None of us will have the same cross as another.  My boss may be kind and generous; yours may be ruthless and tightfisted.  My wife may be beautiful and loving (and, in fact, she is!); others may be ugly and mean.  My cross may come in a fleeting way as when someone says something unkind about something I’ve done in my vocation.  It may come relentlessly as I pursue a vocation that carries little or no respect.

Question:    What are some of the things you see, when acting in your vocation, that makes your life difficult?  What are some of the “crosses?”

People get fired; politicians get voted out of office; preachers of the Word find that Word rejected; and on and on.  These are crosses to bear.  They have no easy answer or solution.  If they did, they would not be crosses.  The almighty, creating, perfect, holy God humiliated himself in being born of a woman into the sinful world in order to die the death of a criminal.  Makes no sense at all.  (I Corinthians 1:18; 2:14)

I want to do something different.
In “Luther on Vocation,” Wingren says that “Temptation in vocation is the devil’s attempt to get man out of his vocation” (121).  The devil wants you to quit.  He wants you to quit your job.  He wants you to get a divorce.  He wants you to stop doing things for that ungrateful bunch at church.  He wants you to tell your kids to “Do whatever you want to do.  I give up.”  He wants you to leave that congregation because it’s nothing but trouble.

We know about those things.  Success offers us a more subtle temptation.  We want to be honored.  We want to be respected.  We want to be best not so that we provide the best service to our neighbor, but so that we will receive the blue ribbon, the laurel wreath, the biggest office, the highest salary.  There is nothing wrong with these things unless we use them only for our own benefit and not to serve our neighbor.

Question:  What have you experienced that either tries to pull you out of your vocation or tempts you with success?  What can be done to avoid those temptations?

There is no merit in suffering in vocation.  Crosses are never self-chosen.  Choosing to punish yourself for something is no cross.  We don’t have to look for crosses.  They will come, both large and small.  The question is not whether or not we have crosses, the question is what should Christians do when they experience them?

Pray, pray, and, when you’re done with that, pray.
Paul talks about how we should pray in 1 Thessalonians 5:17.  This is a verse you can memorize – it’s two words.  But the entire section is useful for our study of vocation.  Look at 1 Thessalonians 5:11-23.

Question:  List the verbs that Paul uses to urge the church.  How do each of these relate to vocation?

When we exercise our vocations in faith, the burden of the outcome is left completely to the Lord.  He is responsible for the results.  We are responsible to be faithful.  It is through prayer that God enters into our homes, our work places, our marriages, our children’s lives, our congregation.  Pray continually!

Session 11

Resting in Vocation
Today’s Objective:  To see that our vocation is where God has placed us and to gain confidence we are doing God’s work in our office – our vocation.  

We’ve come a long way in our weeks of exploring vocation.  We’ve learned that the doctrine of vocation is a theology of the Christian life; of the ordinary life.  We’ve seen that we do not need to be off in a foreign mission field to be doing the Lord’s work.  We do the Lord’s work when we serve our neighbors in our vocations.  When we help with homework; when we clean tables; when do our jobs.  

Exploring: 

Live as you are called.

There are a lot of things I will never do.  There are, however, a lot of things that I can do that can’t be done by everyone else!  There are also a lot of people I admire and respect.  Before I discovered the doctrine of vocation, I even wanted to become like them – do the things they do.

The first explicit call to vocation in the Bible was to an artist – Bezalel.  (Exodus 31:1-5)  He was called and equipped.  He is also the first person mentioned in the Bible as being “filled with the spirit.”  Reading further in verse 6, we find that he also was assigned an assistant and a whole bunch of workers!  

It’s a good thing that Bezalel didn’t have aspirations to be Moses!  

Question:  Look at 1 Corinthians 7:17.  Is the calling to your vocation a choice or an assignment?  Did you arrive at your current vocation(s) because of decisions you made early in your childhood?  If you went to college, did you know your first day what you wanted your major to be?  Did you ever change it?  

Certainly people do, and should, give up vocations which do not serve neighbors.  A good example of this is in Acts 19:21-27.  For the most part, however, converts remained in their original callings.  Lydia kept selling purple dye.  Paul kept making tents.  Zacchaes remained a tax collector, but now an honest one.  Converts kept the same families and continued to make their livings in the same ways as citizens of the same nations.

Question:  Do you recognize your vocation as a gift and an office from the hand of God?

Vocations change.  We get promotions.  A baby is born.  A spouse dies.  New paths are opened to us and old ones are shut off.  

Question:  How can you be sure that your change in vocation is still God’s will?

Get some rest!

The Bible tells us to work; it also tells us to rest.  We are to rest on the Sabbath; we can also rest in retirement.  In vocation, we are to rest in Christ even when we are hard at work.

Question:  What does it mean to “rest in Christ” when we are working?

Even retirement from a lifelong vocation can be a gift of vocation.  When the work is done, retirement can be a kind of Sabbath.  That doesn’t mean that vocation is done, simply that there are times when there is a change in vocation.  

Whether God is calling you to work or call you to refrain from working, it is all a gift of God.  And when we face our last calling, the summons to die, we can lay down our lives at the foot of our Master, who, having been at work in every other one of our vocations, is at work in this, to bring us to Himself.

Dear Lord, I have Your Word, and I am in the station that pleases you.  This much I know.  You see all my inadequacies, and I know no help except in You.  Help, therefore, because you have commanded that we should ask, seek, know, and You have said that then we will surely receive, find, and have what we need.  Amen.

Attachment 1

Bondage to the law is against and disturbs both faith and obedience.  It involves a simultaneous deviation from the gospel and from God’s command.  He who does not have faith does not really face the future in peace.  In the widest sense he must always “be anxious for the morrow,” and base his security on his own efforts; and for that reason he is never master of the present.  He must hurry past his neighbor.  The man of faith knows that in God he has enough for all eternity.  Therefore he can desist from great, systematic efforts toward being holy.  He can attend to that which needs righting in relation to other people’s need, in the context of his life.  It is of no moment to him whether or not his actions look spiritual.  He does not act in order to strengthen his religious life, but rather for the sake of his neighbor.  These are the actions commanded.

We often come upon Luther’s varied efforts to make it clear than man’s outward conduct must not be bound and fixed by any scheme determined in advance.  Such concepts as “freedom in externals,” “freedom to do or to leave undone,” “fairness,” etc., can all be comprehended within the idea of God’s ceaseless recreation of earthly relationships.  Through such concepts the system is kept open for ever new beginnings.

There is no law for the conduct of life, no law which can be learned as a future requirement or as a standard of saintliness, whereby the ethical life of “the converted” can be guided into the right furrow.  In the relationship of faith the Spirit acts as an active force, bringing forth new works from the attitude of love, free from the law even in external matters.  It is of utmost importance that this discussion about God’s command does not rescind what was said earlier about “liberty to do or to leave undone,” “fairness,” etc.  On the contrary, the truth is that the divinum mandatum as a demand now for love to this neighbor of mine demolishes the tyrant law which would fetter me with sustained concern for my own holiness, while I evade my neighbor’s daily petty needs for help and support.  God’s command serves that which is creatively news.  God’s command is a weapon by which we break through the law.

For every man his neighbor is a moving reality to which God’s command is joined, “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.”  Without his having any choice, his neighbor is given to him.

Despite the fact that love of one’s neighbor has the character of something imposed on us, it is not a matter of a law from which we could deduce in advance what is right.  What the command means depends on each man’s neighbor and his varying needs.  Since it is in my situation on earth that I meet my neighbor, my vocation comprehends all my relations with different “neighbors”; indeed, my vocation can be said to consist of the relations.  Just as the expression “God’s command” is directly coupled with love to one’s neighbor, so it is directly coupled with vocation:  Beruf und Befehl (vocation and command) is, for Luther, a natural combination of terms.

“Regardless of the lives and examples of all saints, each man ought to learn patiently what God commands him, and to discharge faithfully his own vocation….See, you find many people who do all sorts of things, but not what they have been commanded to do.  Someone hears that some saints went on a pilgrimage and were praised for that.  Then this fool goes ahead, leaves behind the wife and child for whom God has made him responsible, runs to St. James, or here or there, and does not realize that his vocation and command are completely different from that given to the saint he is following.”

Luther On Vocation, Gustav Wingren, Ballast Press, 201-204

Attachment 2

Table of Duties
CONSISTING OF CERTAIN PASSAGES OF THE SCRIPTURES, SELECTED
FOR VARIOUS ESTATES AND CONDITIONS OF MEN, BY
WHICH THEY MAY BE ADMONISHED TO DO
THEIR RESPECTIVE DUTIES ﻿  ﻿

Bishops, Pastors, and Preachers
“﻿A bishop must be above reproach, married only once, temperate, sensible, dignified, hospitable, an apt teacher, no drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, and no lover of money. He must manage his own household well, keeping his children submissive and respectful in every way. He must not be a recent convert,﻿” etc. (﻿ 1 Tim. 3:2-6 ﻿).

Duties Christians Owe Their Teachers and Pastors
“﻿Remain in the same house, eating and drinking what they provide, for the laborer deserves his wages﻿” (﻿ Luke 10:7 ﻿). “﻿The Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get their living by the gospel﻿” (﻿ 1 Cor. 9:14 ﻿). “﻿Let him who is taught the word share all good things with him who teaches. Do not be deceived; God is not mocked﻿” (﻿ Gal. 6:6 ﻿, ﻿ 7 ﻿). “﻿Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching; for the scripture says, ‘﻿You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain,﻿’ and ‘﻿The laborer deserves his wages﻿’﻿” (﻿ 1 Tim. 5:17 ﻿, ﻿ 18 ﻿). “﻿We beseech you, brethren, to respect those who labor among you and who are over you in the Lord and admonish you, and to esteem them very highly in love because of their work. Be at peace among yourselves﻿” (﻿ 1 Thess. 5:12 ﻿, ﻿ 13 ﻿). “﻿Obey your leaders and submit to them; for they are keeping watch over your souls, as men who will have to give account. Let them do this joyfully, and not sadly, for that would be of no advantage to you﻿” (﻿ Heb. 13:17 ﻿).

Governing Authorities﻿  ﻿
“﻿Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God. Therefore he who resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. He who is in authority does not bear the sword in vain; he is the servant of God to execute his wrath on the wrongdoer﻿” (﻿ Rom. 13:1-4 ﻿).

Duties Subjects Owe to Governing Authorities
“﻿Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s﻿” (﻿ Matt. 22:21 ﻿). “﻿Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. Therefore one must be subject, not only to avoid God’s wrath but also for the sake of conscience. For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to this very thing. Pay all of them their dues, taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue is due, respect to whom respect is due, honor to whom honor is due﻿” (﻿ Rom. 13:1 ﻿, ﻿ 5-7 ﻿). “﻿I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all men, for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life, godly and respectful in every way﻿” (﻿ 1 Tim. 2:1-2 ﻿). “﻿Remind them to be submissive to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for any honest work﻿” (﻿ Tit. 3:1 ﻿). “﻿Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to praise those who do right﻿” (﻿ 1 Pet. 2:13 ﻿, ﻿ 14 ﻿).

Husbands
“﻿You husbands, live considerately with your wives, bestowing honor on the woman as the weaker sex, since you are joint heirs of the grace of life, in order that your prayers may not be hindered﻿” (﻿ 1 Pet. 3:7 ﻿). “﻿Husbands, love your wives, and do not be harsh with them﻿” (﻿ Col. 3:19 ﻿). (tr-563)
Wives
“﻿You wives, be submissive to your husbands, as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord. And you are now her children if you do right and let nothing terrify you﻿” ( 1 Pet. 3:1﻿,﻿ 6﻿).

Parents
“﻿Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, lest they become discouraged, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord﻿” (Eph. 6:4 ﻿; ﻿ Col. 3:21).

Children
“﻿Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. ‘﻿Honor your father and mother﻿’ (this is the first commandment with a promise) ‘﻿that it may be well with you and that you may live long on the earth﻿’﻿” (﻿ Eph. 6:1-3 ﻿).

Laborers and Servants, Male and Female
“﻿Be obedient to those who are your earthly masters, with fear and trembling, with singleness of heart, as to Christ; not in the way of eye-service, as men-pleasers, but as servants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart, rendering service with a good will as to the Lord and not to men, knowing that whatever good anyone does, he will receive the same again from the Lord, whether he is a slave or free﻿” (﻿ Eph. 6:5-8 ﻿).

Masters and Mistresses
“﻿Masters, do the same to them, and forbear threatening, knowing that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and that there is no partiality with him﻿” (﻿ Eph. 6:9 ﻿).

Young Persons in General
“﻿You that are younger, be subject to the elders. Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for ‘﻿God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.﻿’ Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, that in due time he may exalt you﻿” (﻿ 1 Pet. 5:5 ﻿, ﻿ 6 ﻿).

Widows
“﻿She who is a real widow, and is left all alone, has set her hope on God and continues in supplications and prayers night and day; whereas she who is self-indulgent is dead even while she lives﻿” (﻿ 1 Tim. 5:5 ﻿, ﻿ 6 ﻿).

Christians in General
“﻿The commandments are summed up in this sentence: ‘﻿You shall love your neighbor as yourself﻿’﻿” (﻿ Rom. 13:9 ﻿). “﻿I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all men﻿” (﻿ 1 Tim. 2:1 ﻿).

‘Let each his lesson learn with care

And all the household well will fare.﻿’﻿ 
Luther’s Small Catechism
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