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Working the Ground 
Genesis 2:5-9; 15-17; 3:17-19, 23 
 
Creator God, in the beginning of all things your Spirit hovered over the waters of chaos and 
brought order and meaning. Through your Word all things were created, and it was good. Now 
send that same Spirit to be among us and create a good thing in us by the power of your same 
Word.  
 

In a podcast from the Bible Project, Dr. Tim Mackie and Jon Collins describe the kind of 
work that Genesis 2 talks about, and they picture it like trick-or-treating [picture]. If we can just 
momentarily set aside the conflicting feelings we may have about Halloween itself and the 
darker side of the holiday, I think they may be on to something. Kids might work to put together 
a costume, finding a red top and a blue skirt to dress like Wonder Woman, or they might find 
some empty cardboard boxes and build a robot costume – I think I was a refrigerator one year, 
or a TV? And then (at least in more normal times) they go around to neighbor’s houses and ring 
the doorbell and candy practically just falls out of the neighbor’s hands and into their bags. And 
that goes on and on – walking from house to house, talking to neighbors and collecting candy 
until the kid goes home. Then what happens? The candy sorting begins. Chocolate is separated 
from lollipops, hard candy is separated from chewy candy, maybe it’s arranged by color or size. 
Tootsie rolls are probably passed off to mom and dad. Now was there some work that went 
into getting that candy? Sure. But it’s enjoyable work and it’s mostly a gift. It’s made possible 
because many, many people share this cooperative agreement that on this one night of the 
year we’re going to do this thing together to bring joy and happiness and all those things. Again, 
leaving aside the darker side of the holiday, collecting and organizing Halloween candy is a 
picture of work that is characterized by delight and made possible by the generosity and 
cooperation. This is similar to the picture of work that we will see God created humanity for in 
the garden, but let’s rewind even a little further first.  

A couple of weeks ago we talked about God’s work in Genesis 1: God separates and fills 
creation; God makes order out of chaos, and it all culminates in seventh-day rest in his good 
creation. On the seventh day God does two things: God stops [Shabat] and God rests 
[nuachs]. God ceases from work and he settles in to take up residence in a stable, secure, safe 
place. The first account of creation ends and God is at peace with creation – everything is 
working together as it should be, and it is all very good. And then we zoom in a bit – that was 
the 10,000 foot view, or the cosmic view, in Genesis 1, then Genesis 2 zooms in and puts us on 
the ground. And from this view we see God working the ground, the dirt and dust, the Adamah 
(in Hebrew) and shapes it to form a ground-being – a human, an Adam from the Adamah (in 
Hebrew). Then God grows this lush and generous garden with rivers running through it, with 
shrubs and all kinds of trees, and God puts his ground-being in the garden. Only God doesn’t 
just carelessly drop this ground-being, or Adam, in the garden. God literally rests him in the 
garden. Hebrew readers are meant to hear this as an echo of what God did on the seventh day. 
God stops and rests, and now Adam rests in the garden. From the beginning, God invites 
humanity into this seventh day ideal of rest in the garden. But rest, in this sense, is not the 
opposite of work, because God “rested” this person in the garden to work the ground from 
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which he came. So how can this kind of settling-in-rest and this kind of Eden-work fit together? 
Again, Tim Mackie describes the picture of Eden-work like it’s a garden where you could just 
accidentally drop a seed, and the ground was so cooperative that a healthy and full plant would 
just grow and provide abundant fruit.1 It reminds me of folks from Drayton whose apple trees 
just kind of out of nowhere produced an amazing amount of fruit this year – way more than 
previous years, and way more than their neighbors’ trees, and it wasn’t because of anything 
they did differently. For some reason, the apple tree just cooperated differently this year. The 
land is just cooperating with Adam as he settles in and works the ground; this kind of Eden-
work is productive but not toilsome. It’s like the garden is a pure gift and Adam is just 
arranging and cultivating it. It is work that is simultaneous enjoyment because everything is 
ordered and good and working together as it should. Adam is not scratching out some kind of 
existence through this Eden-work because his life depends on it. This is work as God intended it 
to be in his eternal seventh day. 

As the story goes on we see another picture of work emerge. That God’s eternal 
seventh day rest requires buy-in from these ground-creatures, Adam and Eve. Trust and 
obedient response to God’s will is necessary to experience the kind of ultimate seventh day rest 
and the Eden-work that goes along with it. Rest with God is contingent on Adam’s obedience. 
When God rests Adam in the garden he points out all the bounty of the land that is for Adam – 
bushes heavy with juicy berries, vines full of dark, round grapes, cucumbers, tomatoes, fruit 
trees, more than enough to feed Adam. “Eat freely!” God tells Adam, “Just don’t eat from that 
tree; if you eat that fruit you will die”. When God commands him to not eat from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, God is asking him to trust – to trust that the abundant provisions 
of God in this ordered and cooperative creation would be enough, that even though he would 
be like God in working the ground and ordering creation, he did not need to be like God in all 
ways and secure his own knowledge and mastery of all things. Will Adam trust God’s knowing 
of good and evil, or will he envy God’s knowledge and take from the tree and in doing so come 
to experience (to know) evil for himself?   

Just about all of us know what happens next: serpent + Eve + fruit + Adam = big trouble 
in the garden. The seventh-day ideal is broken when Eve and Adam eat from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil. The humans reject God’s good version of Eden-work and try to 
secure their futures by taking matters into their own hands. And what is the result for Adam? 
For the ground-creature? “Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will 
eat food from it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will 
eat the plants of the field.” The work of Adam has gone from dropping seeds in cooperative 
ground to struggling with the ground. Instead of producing grapes and wheat and 
pomegranates and berries, the cursed ground would produce thorns and thistles. If Adam 
wanted to eat he would have to pull weeds, and figure out some kind of irrigation, and 
fertilizer, and storage because even if he put in the work and sweat all day long to work the 
ground it was possible that the cursed ground would still not cooperate. And in the end, all the 
work and sweat and planning and planting and harvesting would not be enough to keep him 
alive – he would return to the ground from which he came and from which he would wrestle 
out an existence for the rest of his life. He would labor unto death. The goodness of creation – 

 
1 https://bibleproject.com/podcast/two-kinds-work/ 
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that whole ordered and full system that was working together as it was meant to – suffered 
because of this rebellion, and Adam and Eve were exiled from the garden. But not only were 
they exiled from this place, they were exiled from God’s presence, from God’s seventh day rest 
and the Eden-kind-of-work they had been created for.  

There are two kinds of work: the seventh-day Eden-work that is a gift characterized by 
cooperation and abundance, and then there is the exile work that is characterized by toil and 
sweat and laboring unto death, until dust returns to dust. If we hold up these two pictures of 
work to our lives, there’s a pretty good chance that many of us will resonate more with the 
toiling and struggling and weariness of Adam after his exile as opposed to this easy cooperation 
and generous productivity of the seventh-day-kind-of-work. Or I could say it this way: we are 
more familiar with the experience of scratching out our own existence through our work – or 
working as if our lives depend on it, because, well, in some ways they do. So if you look at 
Genesis 2 and say, God created us to work, so why is it so hard and unfulfilling sometimes? It’s 
because the world is still stuck in this cycle of laboring unto death. I think we experience this in 
at least the following three ways. First, we have this experience of our work just not 
cooperating. This is the case whether you are a small business owner or a student; a stay-at-
home parent or an accountant. You can set out to do your job well and then get derailed by a 
coworker or your boss with changing demands or self-serving agendas. The people around you 
don’t cooperate with your work. You can plan out your whole day down to the minute to be as 
efficient as possible, only to get a flat tire on the way to work or have your internet crash at 
home. The environment around you doesn’t cooperate with your work. You can carve out time 
to sit down and do homework only to have a hard time keeping your eyes open or finding your 
mind totally distracted. Your own body doesn’t always cooperate with your work. Part of the 
effects of the curse on the ground is that our work is characterized by things just not 
cooperating. 
We also experience the cycle of laboring unto death through the fact that our culture rewards 
workaholics. We admire people who are driven. The people who work long hours are the ones 
who are considered for a pay raise or promotion. The movers and shakers of the world are 
those people who work 60, 70, maybe 80 hours a week. And it’s not just the most powerful 
exectuives who have issues with this. It’s potentially all of us because it’s not even enough to 
just have a regular job anymore – we live in the era of the side hustle. Have a few extra hours? 
Sign-up to be an Uber driver or deliver Doordash. Like to knit? You could turn that into a side 
job and make a few extra bucks. Start a blog, clean houses, freelance, put your spare room on 
AirBnb. There is actually no end to the work. There is always something more we can be doing. 
Less is not more, more is more. And we lie to ourselves when we think it has no effect on our 
heath or our relationships. The physical manifestations of being overworked include heart 
disease, stomach ulcers, depression, fatigue, and anxiety, and that is not even saying anything 
about the damage that being overworked can cause in our relationships. But it seems like there 
is no other choice. Like Adam after being exiled from the garden, we work as if our lives depend 
on it. Our culture rewards workaholics and that is what it means to labor unto death.  

People are even starting to wise up to this fact though; to realize that people cannot 
work nonstop and continue to be as productive as they need to be. This brings me to the last 
way I think we experience the cycle of laboring unto death, and that is in the creation of 
Pseudo-Sabbaths. Pseudo-Sabbaths are those breaks we take for the sake of being more 
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productive later. Annoyed at our inability to produce without stopping, we stop only so that we 
can produce more efficiently later – as if Sabbath is only a means of increasing our productivity. 
My most beloved, cherished example of this is the power nap. I love a good power nap, just 15 
minutes after lunch makes my mind so much sharper for the rest of the afternoon. And if I get a 
good power nap in I don’t even crash after dinner, so really that 15 minutes more than pays for 
itself because it gives me another 3-4 hours of solid productivity at night. There are probably a 
lot of things that we call self-care that are actually pseudo-Sabbaths – the ways we stop and 
“take care of ourselves” so that we can dive right back into work and work even harder and 
better. But the nature of the work has not changed; we are still scraping by an existence for 
ourselves; toiling, sweating, wrestling a livelihood out of the ground, laboring unto death.  

What we crave, what we were created for is a true Sabbath rest. We crave a way of 
being in the world where we are not always fighting our way through our work and wrestling a 
living out of the ground. God’s gift of Sabbath rest is an occasion to stop – not to rethink how to 
be more productive in our work, just to stop. Stop laboring unto death. Stop fighting your way 
through, stop wrestling a living, just stop. Stop tricking yourself into thinking that if you just get 
through this next week then things will probably settle down, which is the lie I tell myself every 
week, stop tricking yourself into thinking that if you could just make a few more thousand 
dollars a year then your worries would all go away or that you’d be happier, stop tricking 
yourself into thinking that your body can work without resting, stop tricking yourself into 
thinking that your own life depends on your labor. Imagine a whole day where your life and 
existence is just received as a sheer gift from God. The rhythm of Sabbath is a gift that allows us 
to remember and imagine. Practicing Sabbath rest is a gift from God that draws our minds 
back to Genesis 2 and helps us to remember the Eden-work. Sabbath rest does not necessarily 
mean ceasing from all kinds of activities altogether, it means ceasing from labor that my life 
depends on in order to recall that Eden-work: pure creation and cultivation in partnership with 
God and cooperation with the ground. This is a kind of work that is characterized by delight and 
made possible by the generosity and cooperation. Practicing Sabbath rest does not only help us 
to remember the kind of Eden-work that was lost, but to imagine that kind of work regained 
through the promise for an eternal Sabbath rest. This eternal Sabbath rest was lost by Adam, 
but opened to us by the sacrifice of Jesus, the second Adam. He will liberate the ground from 
its curse when he ushers in the fullness of God’s coming kingdom.  N.T. Wright writes about 
that coming kingdom and our work in it. He writes, “Forget all those images about lounging 
around playing harps. There will be work to do and we shall relish doing it. All the skills and 
talents we have put to God’s service in this present life…will be enhanced and ennobled and 
given back to us to be exercised to his glory.”2 This will be the kind of Eden-work that Adam 
once knew – in a generous land where there is no scarcity and where the ground we work with 
our hands cooperates as it was created to. The Sabbath is God’s gift of the inbreaking future 
that sustains us until that day when as the hymn writer Isaac Watts wrote, “No more let sin or 
sorrow grow, Nor thorns infest the ground; He comes to make His blessings flow, far as the 
curse is found.”3  God sustain us until that day. Even so, Come, Lord Jesus.  
 

 
2 N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope, 161.  
3 Isaac Watts, Joy to the World.  
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Lord our God and our Creator, 
Thank you for this the gift of your word. God help us to stop. Relieve us from the illusion that 
our work is what sustains our lives. Put it in its proper place – not unimportant by any means, 
but not all-encompassing, either. We so long for the day when the ground will cooperate; when 
the people and environment and even our own bodies will all work together as they did in the 
beginning of all things. Help us to be faithful witnesses to a better way, a way of work that 
trusts in you as our ultimate provider and generous father. In Jesus’ name, amen.  
 
 


