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“WORK is a 4-Letter Word” 
Proverbs 6:6-11; 24:30-34 

May 5th, 2019 
 

   To many people, work is a 4-letter word.  Many don’t like to work, seeing it as a necessary evil 
to make the money they need to pay bills and buy things they want. 
 

   When I was 9 years old, my family moved from Pecatonica in northern Illinois to a farm mid-way 
between Freeport and Rockford.  We had a massive yard – it was one of my chores to mow that golf 
course!  Springtime meant my siblings and I weeded our acre and a half garden.  Summer found us still 
in that garden - picking peas, shucking corn, snapping green beans, picking tomatoes and green peppers, 
and digging up radishes, carrots and – shudder - dreadful beets!  We kids didn’t get paid to do those 
things; they were expected of us - chores.   
 
   My first paying job was mowing my grandmother’s much smaller yard.  Among my paying high school 
jobs were bailing hay, cleaning calf pens, cleaning ceiling lights in a local tire factory, and roofing houses.  
All of them – chores and jobs - were character building for me.  I wouldn’t want to do it any differently. 

 
   I’ve enjoyed just about every job I’ve had, and both careers so far.  There’s something about 
working hard – God works, and we must, too – after all, He created us to work for Him.  
 
   For that reason, primarily, it’s good to be back in the pulpit today.  Last Sunday, Jan and I 
worshipped with Grace Presbyterian Church in Peoria.  Interestingly, one of that church’s 
member families was here last Sunday – many of you met Stephen, Courtney and Layla 
Lawrence.  I’ve heard many positive comments on Stephen’s message from Matthew Chapter 8. 
 
   Two weeks ago, Easter Sunday, we focused on I Corinthians Chapter 15.  Today, we resume our 
series on the Old Testament book of Proverbs.  You’ll remember, this study, which I’ve entitled 
Wisdom for Life, is a topical series.  We’re not working through the book verse by verse, as I 
typically do.  Instead, we’re looking at what Proverbs has to teach us about various subjects.  So 
far, we’ve studied friendship, pride, and wealth.  Today, the topic is work. 
 

   He was born in 1851 with weak lungs.  His mother, brother, and sister died from tuberculosis.  W. 
Robertson Nicoll was raised by his father, Pastor Harry Nicoll, whose library numbered 17,000 books!  
 
   The younger Nicoll wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps.  After ordination, he accepted a call to 
pastor a church, but doctors told him his lungs were too weak for preaching.  Nicoll then contacted 
typhoid and pleurisy; he resigned from the pastorate and retreated to books.  Get this – he read two 
books a day throughout his life – his personal library numbered more than 25,000 books! 
 
   Nicoll became a prolific writer – he completed a 50-volume series (The Expositor’s Bible), 40 other 
books, and edited hundreds of others.  His illness forced him to do much of his work propped up in bed 
amid a clutter of papers and books.       

 
   For sure, W. Robertson Nicoll worked hard, though he couldn’t even leave his home! 
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   Where there are at least 18 proverbs that address work, two primary passages in Proverbs 
stand out, as they touch on diligence (working) and its opposite - laziness. 
    
Proverbs 6:6-11: 

“Go to the ant, you sluggard! 
Consider her ways and be wise,  
7 Which, having no captain,  
Overseer or ruler,  
8 Provides her supplies in the summer,  
And gathers her food in the harvest. 
9 How long will you slumber, O sluggard? 
When will you rise from your sleep? 
10 A little sleep, a little slumber,  
A little folding of the hands to sleep— 
11 So shall your poverty come on you like a prowler,  
And your need like an armed man.” 

 

Proverbs 24:30-34: 
“I went by the field of the lazy man,  
And by the vineyard of the man devoid of understanding;  
31 And there it was, all overgrown with thorns;  
Its surface was covered with nettles;  
Its stone wall was broken down. 
32 When I saw it, I considered it well; 
I looked on it and received instruction: 
33 A little sleep, a little slumber, 
A little folding of the hands to rest; 
34 So shall your poverty come like a prowler, 
And your need like an armed man.” 

 
   Three points arise out of these two passages: 
 
 MP 1 – Praises for the Ant (6:6-8) 
 MP 2 – The Poverty of the Sluggard (6:9-11) 
 MP 3 – The Product of Laziness (24:30-34) 

 
   Nothing good is said of the “Sluggard” in Proverbs.  Sluggards are lazy people.  Ultimately, they 
are thieves, people who could work, but won’t.  They consume what others produce, but 
produce nothing themselves for others to use.  As such, “sluggards” are a manifestation of what 
one commentator refers to as “self-inflicted economic impoverishment.” (Waltke, 335) 
 
   The sluggard is here contrasted with the ant in Proverbs Chapter 6.  Note there are three things 
mentioned in verses 6-8 of the ant.  The first is that the ant works without supervision.  Look 
again at verses 6 & 7 – “Go to the ant, you sluggard!  Consider her ways and be wise, which, having 

no captain, overseer or ruler,” The ant needs no one else to look over her shoulder to make sure 
she’s doing her work.  She is a self-starter and needs no external assistance for an overseer to 
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get working and stay working.  Because she has a reputation for hard work and she is 
productive, the ant can be left alone to accomplish her work.  It is as if the ant is an illustration 
of a statement I’ve heard multiple times – “God gives the birds their food, but He doesn't throw 
it into their nests.” 
 
   A second thing said of the ant is found in verse 8 – she “provides her supplies in the summer.”  
The ant looks ahead – she anticipates what is needed, and then does it.  In the present context, 
because the harvest comes in the fall, the ant is busy during the summer getting ready for the 
harvest.  She doesn’t take the summer off, laying around the house, frittering away opportunity 
to prepare.      
 
   Thirdly, the ant doesn’t waste gathering food and provisions in preparation of the winter 
storms.  Again, verse 8, she “gathers her food in the harvest.”  The crop is ready to be harvested.  
The ant is all over that, and busily storing up for the winter that follows. 
 
   So, what is going on with the lazy person while the ant is working?  Proverbs speaks to this, 
too.  Sluggards are busy making excuses for why they aren’t working – It’s too cold out!  Proverb 
20:4 “The lazy man will not plow because of winter; he will beg during harvest and have nothing.”  It’s 
too dangerous!  Proverb 22:13, “The lazy man says, ‘There is a lion outside!  I shall be slain in the 

streets!’”  The diligent person (like the ant) can always find a reason to work, but the sluggard 
always has an excuse for not working.  “People who are good at making excuses are rarely good 
at doing anything else.” (Wiersbe, 87) 

 
   From praises for the ant, we move into the poverty of the sluggard.  Verses 9 and 10 reveal 
that the lazy man loves sleep – “How long will you slumber, O sluggard?  When will you rise from your 

sleep?  A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to sleep—“(This is repeated in 
Proverb 24:33, which we read earlier.)  Each of us needs sleep – but some get way too much. 
 

   An article in this past Tuesday’s issue of the Rock Island Argus (April 30, 2019) posed the question, 
“Can you get by with just four hours of sleep?”  Some days that’s the case for me.  But over time, that 
little sleep can be counterproductive, in terms of alertness and health.  The article quotes the Centers 
for Disease Prevention and Control when it recommends, for instance, adults ages 18-60 need 7 or more 
hours per night.  Infants in their first year need 12-16 hours per 24 hours, and children age 6-12 years of 
age need 9-12 hours, and teenagers 13-18 require 8-10 hours. 

 
   Having said this, the lazy person routinely gets too much sleep.  Sleep is a sin when it is a mark 
of selfishness and laziness.  More than once I’ve called people, who were between jobs 
(unemployed), late in the morning, and they were sleeping.  While much of the rest of the 
world is out working, or looking for it, the sluggard sleeps the day away, making excuses for 
why he isn’t working.  Remember the US Army recruiting commercial that said, “We do more 
before 9 AM than most people do all day!”  For those without work, their job is spending 8 
hours a day looking for work! 
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   God never goes to the lazy when He needs people for His service.  When God wants a 
good servant, He calls a busy man.  Scripture attests to this truth:  
 
   * Gideon was busy threshing wheat by the wine press.  
   * Elisha was busy plowing with twelve yoke of oxen.  
   * David was busy caring for his father's sheep.  
   * Nehemiah was busy bearing the king's wine -cup. 
   * Peter and Andrew were busy casting a net into the sea.  

 

   The laziness of the sluggard results in his poverty  (the third point in this 
passage).  So says verse 11, “So shall your poverty come on you like a prowler, and your need 

like an armed man.”  (This is repeated in Proverb 24:34, which we read earlier).  Proverb 19:15  
also teaches this, “Laziness casts one into a deep sleep, and an idle person will suffer hunger.”  

Proverb 24:31 illustrates what this poverty looks like – “his vineyard overgrown with thorns; Its 
surface was covered with nettles; Its stone wall was broken down.” 

 
   This laziness is innate to our fallen condition.  Naturally, we are looking for the path of least 
resistance.  With the fall of mankind in the Garden of Eden, God cursed the earth for man’s 
disobedience in eating from the tree He forbid them to eat.  He said, “Cursed is the ground…; In 
toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life.  Both thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you…In the 
sweat of your face you shall eat bread till you return to the ground…” (Genesis 3:17-19) 

 
   Earlier in this service, Jay read from the Apostle Paul’s second letter to the Thessalonian 
church.  The New Testament is also very strong on the sluggardly lazy person – This is 2 

Thessalonians 3:10 – “…If anyone will not work, neither shall he eat.”  Notice it says won’t work, not 
can’t work.  Even so, I wonder how many people receive public aid payments, or who have Link 
food cards, who won’t work, but actually could?  Of course, it’s just as troubling when people 
previously out of work, find jobs, and they haven’t cancelled their food cards or sought to have 
aid terminated.  Such a thing ought never to be the aim of someone who claims to be a follower 
of Jesus Christ. 
 
   And, that takes me to a concluding thought.  God gave the pattern for our work – He labored 
six days in creating the world and everything in it.  And, on the 7th day, He rested.  This is to be 
our pattern, friends.  God didn’t work just 1 day and take the other 6 off!  We are to work hard 
for six days, so we can rest, worship, and fellowship 1 day in every 7!  (May I point out, we 
shouldn’t work so hard those 6 days that we’re too tired to be in church on Sunday)! 
 
   You see, Jesus was a carpenter; He was a worker.  Jesus pointed to His reason for coming to 
earth in John 9:4, when He said, “I must work the works of Him who sent Me…”  Jesus, God the Son, 
came to earth because mankind was ruined in sin.  Jesus took on our human flesh and He 
satisfied divine justice; He kept all the law, never sinning even once!  He was crucified and just 
before He died, He cried, “It is finished!”  The work He came to do on earth was to re-open 
paradise to redeemed sinners through His life, death, and resurrection.  That He did. 
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   In a sense, whatever work Christians accomplish is an extension of God’s work in redeeming 
sinful men, women and children.  Whether our work is raising a family, working the land, in 
education, the service industry, in retail, in public service or even if we are retired, we are to 
show the world that God’s people work hard so we can provide for our families and our 
churches.  
 
   We’re always looking for workers to accomplish the work of the church – we need people to 
help with Vacation Bible School (come to the meeting after worship today, or let Linda know 
you’re interested in helping).  We’ll be looking for people to help with “Wonderful 
Wednesdays” over the summer – let Becky Young know you want to help.  We’ve people to 
visit who are homebound (Jerry Baker, Marjorie Staker, Barb David), people in the nursing 
homes who would love to see you.   
 
   No, work is NOT merely a 4-letter word if Jesus has saved you and you love Him back.   
 


