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What if we have said in the foregoing articles about labor is true then we can indeed 

speak of the joy of labor. 

Think of what we have found as the truth! 

From the first pages of the Bible reporting the creation of man we learn that we are made 

to have dominion over the created things, and that by the work of our hands and of our mind we 

are to cultivate it for the development of its riches and beauties. 

We also learn that the Lord set man, that is gave him the position, that he might dress, 

cultivate the garden, and keep, have custody over, preserve it. Some commentators suggest that 

this keeping was already an attitude of defense and protection against alien power, others see in 

keeping an activity of preserving it from running wild through natural degeneracy, or from 

exuberant disorder. Thus his activity over the creature in relation to God is pictured to us. 

And then we also learn that God instructs man unto the cultivation of the created earthly 

things by placing the appropriate laws in and about them so that the manner of their successful 

cultivation and the stewardship over them is as it were pointed out and suggested to man. 

From this we would certainly conclude that labor would be an unmixed pleasure and joy. 

Everything is conducive to success and joy. Unmixed this joy should be because the dominion, 

the adaption and the success and goal would be fully assured and realized. 

But the revelation on this point as we have it in Genesis 3 immediately warns us that this 

is not realized. And it warns us that we shall have to re-evaluate labor on that score. 

This revelation (Gen 3:17-19) gives us a very startling warning. 

We read as follows: 

“The ground shall be cursed. In misery shall man eat his bread all the days of his life. 

Thorns and thistles shall the earth bring forth. In the sweat of his face shall he eat his bread. He 

shall return unto this ground from whence he was taken.” 

Taking these different phrases together to make up the one picture of the bitter turn in 

man’s lot we can make a few remarks to clarify them. 

In the first place we may remark that they apply to our life as it is in the present 

dispensation of sin and grace. In position in the record they come after the curse over the serpent 

has been pronounced, and also after the victory of the cause of Christ has been promised. This 

surely means that it is not an expression, of the final curse, nor of an unrelieved curse, but of a 

curse as it presses upon Adam and Eve, the heirs of the redemption already promised, that is, as 

Children of God and saved by His mercy they shall still have to bear this curse. 

Secondly we may note that it is so expressed that the simple elementary representative 

features stand for the entire circle and range of earthly activity and culture. The simple key-word 

in the picture pertains to the eating. His disobedient eating brings his further eating under the 

curse. Because he did not rule over his eating, did not exercise his delegated lordship in the name 

of God over his eating of the fruits of the garden, therefore he shall with great difficulty and 

much more sorrow feel in his eating the loss of his lordship, and shall experience that in his 

simplest activities and needs there is a recalcitrance, a stubbornness, a balkiness over against him 

from the part of the creature. God has freed them from his control to a great extent. 

Thirdly there is in the listing of elements, a progression that is instructive for us. 

As a general abstract heading it is said, “Cursed is the ground on account of you, because 



of you.” Because he has own his disobedience and mismanagemnt with respect to the soil and its 

product over which he was placed, therefore the Lord causes him to feel the divine displeasure 

through the same relation in which Adam stands to the soil. The soil which he mismanaged now 

brings him his punishment. And this curse becomes clear from the instances of its use further in 

the Bible. Instead of being fertile and productive, lush and pleasant, it becomes barren, stubborn 

unyielding, dreadful When the earth is blessed it yields in abundance (Potiphar’s house under 

Joseph, the southland under Isaac—Gen. 26:12—; Israel in the land of milk and honey, and Ps. 

107 in the various sections) and when it is cursed it is blasted, barren, famine ridden (Israel under 

the covenant curse in the desert, also Ps. 107). 

This curse of God is further, the cause of the misery expressed. Then this misery reveals 

itself completely in the persistence of thorns and thistles, and in hard sweating labor over the 

rebellious nature. 

And after so toiling with the rebellious unsubjected nature he finally succumbs to it 

completely, returns to the dust from whence he came. Actually man loses his struggle to hold 

dominion over the creature and is finally overcome by it because God has set it against him. 

And now fourthly we can say that what is presented here at Paradise in its elementary 

primitive simplicity under the form of food production, is essentially maintained and is true of all 

things in relation to man. 

Nature is cursed and brings misery upon man. 

It may even be true that the primeval somewhat symbolical, form is not always starkly 

maintained. It may be true that the first simule, primitive struggle with bare hands against a 

sterile, barren soil with torturing thorns and thistles has somewhat receded out of sight. For the 

Bible indeed speaks of fruitful fields, the pastures are clothed with flocks, the valleys are covered 

with corn, they shout for joy they also sing (Ps. 65:14) and not only in the Israel of God’s favor 

but also in heathendom there were fruitful seasons filling men’s hearts with food and gladness 

(Acts 14: 17). Yet the word there spoken in Genesis remains in general application. Man’s work-

material is cursed because of his disobedience, it is unamenable to his dominion, and his 

struggles with it issues in vanity until he returns to the dust completely vanquished. 

But how does this compare with the actual situation as we see and know it today? Can we 

say that the threat of Genesis has been mitigated and lightened? Are there not many pleasant 

productive, seasons and regions and do not many people enjoy their work so that they say, the 

longer I do this work the more I enjoy it  

What must be our answer to these questions  

First we may point out that we cannot operate with a grace that has somehow entered in 

to relieve the burden. 

It is sometimes said that a certain grace entered in so that the threat of the probationary 

command was not executed. But that cannot apply here either, for we are here already beyond 

the probation and this threat imposed. That would have to mean a second change and lifting of a 

threat by an intervening grace. 

It seems therefore that also this curse of Gen. 3:17-19 remains in force. Notwithstanding 

the apparent prosperity and pleasure this word remains in operation. We know of no Biblical 

notification or suggestion that it is lifted. 

How then must we harmonize this curse with the apparent prosperity and pleasure? 

In order to have a right understanding of the reality of this curse we shall first of all need 

spiritual sense to read the word of God. We shall have to realize what the blessed, normal, happy 

relation of a sinless world with a sinless man was. We must surely not forget that comparison 



when we look at the present world. 

We shall also have to look at the present world with that same spirit-taught mind. And 

then the Bible teaches us that this misery and woe and defeat is actually our lot. Jacob was a 

successful shepherd-prince but he confesses at the end, “Few and evil have been the days of the 

years of my life” (Gen. 47: 9). “The best of our years is labor and sorrow” (Ps. 90:5-10). “Every 

man at his best estate is vanity, walketh in a vain show, heaps up riches in vain” (Ps. 39:5-6). 

And certainly history substantiates the fulfilment of this dark curse. 

Think of the struggle of our first fathers in their primitive, barehanded struggle with the 

stubborn earth, to eke, out food and clothing and shelter. 

Think of the famine, pestilence, war slavery, subjugation, that has harassed the human 

race. 

Think of the groans and moans that arise from the human race under the development of 

civilization, under serfdom and exploitation. 

And think even of the inevitable misery which the mechanization of our life brings with it 

in the form of regimentation, and deadening specialization. 

After all the struggle of man to gain ascendency over the forces of nature the word of 

Genesis remains in power, for he loses the battle and falls back under the dominion of the dust 

from whence he issued and is completely vanquished 

How then can we speak of the pleasure and joy of labor? 
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