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WORK -- EXHILARATING OR EXHAUSTING? 

Scripture : John 4:3-8 & 27-34 

INTRO: ONE OF THE POPULAR PRANKS AT HALLOWEEN IN THE 
SMALL LOUISIANA TOWN WHERE I GREW UP WAS TO TAKE 
SIGNS FROM IN FRONT OF BOARDING HOUSES, GROCERY 
STORES AND FILLING STATIONS AND PLACE THEM IN THE 
FRONT YARDS OF HOMES THROUGH OUT THE COMMUNITY. 

IT GOT TO BE AN ANNUAL AFFAIR THAT THE MORNING 
AFTER HALLOWEEN A LARGE SIGN WOULD APPEAR IN FRONT 
OF THE BAPTIST PARSONAGE ADVERTIZING "ROOMS FOR 
RENT." MY FATHER WOULD RETURN THE SIGN TO THE 
BOARDING HOUSE ACROSS THE STREET. 

-;> IN FRONT OE ONE 0F OUR LOCAL MUFFLER SHOPS 
IS A SIGN THAT READS, "OUR BUSINESS IS EXHAUSTING!" 

HARDLY T~INK WE NEED TO WAIT FOR HALLOWEEN. 
BUT RATHFJf"ON ANY GIVEN MONDAY MORNING SHOULD 
THAT SIGN APPEAR IN ANY OF OUR FRONT YARDS IT WOULD 
PRETTY WELL REFLECT OUR ATTITUDE TOWARD THE WORK 
THAT FACES US. 

¥ET GOD NEVER INTENDED WORK , BE IT SACRED OR 
SECULAR, TO BE A LIFE-DRAINING, EXHAUSTING ORDEAL. 

WE LEARN FROM THIS EXPERIENCE IN THE LIFE OF CHRIST, 
THAT RATHER THAN BEING EXHAUSTING WORK CAN BE 
EXHILARATING! 

I. A PARADOX THAT FASCINATES 
1. Because of the Difference Christ Makes 
--vss. 6b-7a and 28-29 
--Note: For years I have been impressed by the difference 

that Christ made in the life of the Samaritan woman. She 
was changed person! The figure at the end of the account 
rushing back exh uberantly into the village with the good 
news to share stands in stark contrast to the one at the 
beginning of the story who is p ictured dragging slowly out 
to the well at noonday to avoid con ta.ct with the other women. 
Wha.t accounts for such a tran sformation ? The answers lie 
in the Jewish Stranger who began by asking her for a drink 
and wound up giving her more than she ever dreamed of 
receiving . In the course of a few short minutes, this 
woman's whole world v iew was turned upside down . Her 



feeling about herself and her people and the very nature 
of God were all changed , and as a result she who had 
made it a. habit to avoid people except at night now openly 
sought out her peers to let them in on the Good Thing that 
had grac iously burst into her life . ~he "before and after 
contras t" of this one woman is a fascinating paradox in deec 
The difference Christ made affected the whole of her life. 
i .e. vs. 29 . . . 

--Apply: And Christ can make a d ifference in your life 
too. Not just a spiritual difference of be ing "saved" 
rather than "lost. " But a difference that affects even 
your attitude toward your work. 

2 . Because of the Strength Work Imparts 
--vss. 6 and 32,X 
--Note: What I had never noticed before was that the 

Samaritan woman was not the only one who experienced 
change in that day. John's Gospel tells us that before this 
encounter Jesus was visibly fatigued. He had been walking 
s ince before d awn and had just been through a week of 
swelling controversy in Jerusalem. Thus, when they arrived 
a.t Jacob's well about noon, Jesus proposed to rest in the 
shade while the d isciples went into the village to get some 
food for lunch. It was at this juncture that the Samaritan 
woman appeared, an d no one could have found fault with 
Jesus for s lipping out of sight into the woods so that His 
solitude could have been preserved. After all, everyone hai: 
h i s limits, even the God-man, and avoidina this con act 

" r j .J " # 

would have been a perfectly natural thing to do. ,; However, 
Jesus didn't c hoose that course. Instead, He deliberately 
initiated a conversation with this one and threw Himself 
v igorously into the k ind of exchange that wa s the essence 
of His work. 

The two were still talking when the disciples returned, anc 
they were amazed at what they saw. They had left Jesus to 
rest, and they were surprised to find Him working, but the 
more rema.rkable thing was the way he looked. After the 
woman left, Jesus no longer appeared fatigued or xhausted , 

. ~ ... 
but gave every evidence of having been revita.lized'!. When 
they offered him food, he said in effect, "No, thank you, I 
have already eaten." and then he explained, "What you 
must come to realize is that doing God's work i s really ex
citing to me. It energizes me. It is to my spirit what food 
and rest are to my body. I find working with the Fatrer 



exhilarating indeed. " 
Now to be truthful, I find the change that came over Jesus 

to be even more remarkable than what happened to the woman 
for here is the spectacle of an experience of work putting 
something into a person rather than taking something out. 
Notice carefully: Jesus was more refreshed after working 
than he had been before , and this is indeed most unusual. 
Let us face it: for most of us, work is an exha\:l.sting 
experience. Our whole industrial society is built on the 
premise that vacations and holidays are what replenish and 
that work is what drains. Yet, this was not Jesus' experi
ence here. He o bviously had found a way to give himself 
in labor and at the same time receive something back in the 
process. His approach to work did not leave Him hulled out 
and exhausted, but revitalized and refreshed. But how 
may we approach our work so that it can exhilarate rather 
than exhaust us? Again, it is in the experience of Christ 
that we find ou r answer. 

II. A PURPOSE THAT MOTIVATES 
- - vs. 34 
--Note: Jesus cho se to do this work of his own free will. 

He wa.s not coerced to do it. There was a motivating pur
pose that turned what could have been an exhausting experi
ence into a time of exhilaration. 

1. Which Gives Meaning t o Life 
-- ote: Animals are content to live exclusively by 

instinct, but human beings cannot do this. We are so consti
tuted that we hunger for some sense of meaning in what we 
do and have done to us . It is not enough to deal with the 
".:er,~-" and " " of existence , there is also the "why" 
dimension, and this is where the ultimate battle of life is 
finally waged. Frankl is right: if I have a "why" for doing 
something I can <lure almost any "how" , but if that "why" 
is missing , the peg which all else hangs is gone and the 
whole process dissolve into chaos. And what is true for 

I all of life certainly applie to that realm of things called 
I work. If I have a "why" for labor; that is, the reason 
I behind my work makes sense to , and is something I can 
affirm , then I can endure a 11 kinds drugery and still experi 

, ence satisfaction and replenisRrnen.t. But if some poaitive 
1 "why" does not exist then work soon becomes a curse and 



I the hours we work are filled with resentment and boredom 
~ d I do wino. up drained and exhausted. 1'1A..,'1.:k-6«t~ ~ < t'1r..w.,,,.,r; 

--ILLUS: Since World War II, an Austrian psychiatrist 
by the name of Victor Frankl has written extensively on the 
relation of meaning to the whole structure of personality . 
He claims that the need to find meaning in life is more basic 
to a human being than pleasure or power or anything else. 
The thesi s he repeats again and again is that if a person ha~ 
a "why" to live for he can endure almost any "How", but if 
that dimension is lacking, then the whole structure of life 
eventually collapses. his insight into the importance of 
meaning was developed by Frankl during the years he s·lent 

J . h . ' G t t ' H 1' '-""" • f as a ew1s prisoner m a erman concen ra 10n camp. 1 e 
there, of course, was unbelieveably harsh and brutal. The 
prisoners were forced to work long hours and were given 
barely enough food and clothing and shelter to survive. As. 
the months unfolded, Frankl began to note that some 
prisoners soon collapsed under the pressure and gave up anc 
died, while others under the same conditions continued to 
cope and managed to stay alive. Using the tools of his 
psychiatric training, he would talk in the evenings to score~ 
of his fellow inmates about this and found a pattern begin
ning to emerge. Those prisoners who had something to live 
for; that is, an objective that gave a sense of meaning to 
their lives, were the ones who tended to mobilize the strenj 
to survive. These objectives varied widely. One prisoner 
had a retarded child back home and he had a great desire to 
get back to take care of that one. Another had girlfriend 
he expected to marry as soon as the War was over. Frankl 
himself had begun a book and had a fierce desire to survive 
and finish it and get it published. These were all reasons 
that made sense to the individua.ls themselves, meanings 
that welled up from within them and were not just super
imposed from without. And the existence of such "whys" 
to live enabled them to cope with the awesome "hows" of 
that prison situation. On the other hand, Frankl found that 
those prisoners who had no sense of meaning soon "gave 
up" and either succumbed to disease or voluntarily took thej 
own lives Out of this actual experience , Frankl came to 
believe that i-e I PVR E' 7 /.t.+r Z: !/e S -
M~,4.,y JA'6- To J..r FE/ 



Example of Christ: The revitalization, did not come fro.zp. 
he did as much as wh he did it; for the meaning that our 
work has for us is ultimately what is most important . The 
difference between work leaving us ex hausted or ex hilarated 
and renewed goes back to one single question -- why are 
we putting forth this effort? What meaning does it have for 
us ? 

2. Which comes from within 
--Note: The reason for interacting with thi s woman came 

from within himself not from without. He was not driven to 
put forth th i s effort ~Y some external res sure. He was drawtj 
inwardly to this task beca1J se; i a p'ealed to his sensibilities, 
it made sense to him, it was something he felt needed to be 
done and he wanted to do. 

Jesus was exhilarated there by Jacob's well even though he 
put forth great effort. Why? Because his heart was in what 
he was doing. It was something he really wanted to do. It 
made sense to him , and for that reason it put something into 
him as well as took something out. And this of course raises 
the question: what about the purpose? Is the reason for 
what we do found outside or inside of our beings ? 

If the reason comes from outside ourselves, the_n inevitably j 
our work will exhaust us. When I am driven to do something; 
that is, the reasons for doing it is somebody else's and not 
my own, this is a draining experiel}ce . No one likes to be 
forced or coerced or pressured. St. Augustine says in 
Confessions' that "no one doth well against his will, even 
though what he doth, be well." After all , the difference 
between a slave and a free person is not necessarily deter
mined by how much work each one does, but by why. 

The purpose that motivates is a purpose that comes from 
within. It is a purpose that gives meaning to life ! 

III. A fROCEDURE THAT EXHILARATES 
--Note: But how aoes one go about getting an inner purpose 

that motivates -- a purpose that gives meaning to life? 
~ \ vs . 7 (READ and summarize this experience) 

1 . Allow God to Do His Work in You 
--Phil. 2:13 "For it is God which worketh in you both to 

will and to do his good pleasure." 
--Note: What was Christ doing at the wet!? He was 

simply allowing God to do his work in him. To love this WO"" t 



man, to lead her to face her needs, to guide her in acceptinf 
God's forgiveness. This is why Christ could say, "He that 
hath seen me hath seen the Father. " 

--Apply: It isn't a matter of agonizing and struggling 
to find purpose in life. It is simply a matter of relaxing in 
the goodness of God, knowing all along that he will implant 
a desire to do his will and the ability with which to do it. 

2. Make the Most of Your God-given Gifts. 
--Romans 12: 6a "Having then gifts differing according to 

the grace t hat is given us. 11 

--I Tim . 4:14 "Neglect not the gift that is in thee." 
--Note: Begin paying attention to your gifts and abilities 

God does not expect you to be like or to do like another. 
He gave you certain abilities, which if used properly can 
make work exhilarating. Find the kind of work that flows 
na turally out of what you can do and like to do. 

--Illus: I was talking to a friend who is a surgeon in 
another state about the pressure of his work and the constan
d emands made on him. I shall always remember his reply. 
He said, "My wor~ does call for a lot of strenuous effort, 
but it involves no sense of strain on my part. You see, I 
happen to really enjoy t he practice of medicine! From the 
time I was a- small boy I was attracted to it. Now mine is 
the happy coincidence of being paid well to do what I enjoy 
doing anyway!" 

Hearing him talk about his work was like going back to 
Jacob's well and hearing Jesus say, "My meat is to do the 
will of him that sent me and to finish his work!" -- "There 
isn't anything in all this world I enjoy doing more than 
what I am doing . 11 Can you say that? You can when you 
start_ making the most of your God-given gifts! 
--Illus: Contrast -- the experience of friend in graduate 

school who is now happily practicing law in Da.llas. 
--Note: But having said that, let me go on and acknow-

ledge that not all work is inherently satisfying or fulfilling. 

~

uch of what has to be done to keep the wheels of life 
urning is not romantic at all, but dull and drudgerous and 
own right distasteful. Yet even this kind of work can be 

re9eemed if the dimension of meaning is preserved. 
I agree with Eric Hoffer that we must shed a lot of our 

romantic illusions about labor and pleasure perfectly coin
ciding. There are bed pans to be emptied and letters to be 
typed and dishes to be washed that involve precious little 



inherent satisfaction, but if a person can remember WHY 
these things need to be done and what purposes they serve 
then doing them can give back a sense of satisfaction as 
well as taking energy from you. In fact, I wouirl go so 
far as to say that there can be meaning in labor even if the 
wage it earns is the only obvious benefit". 

3 . Claim the Unconquerable Power of Christ 
--Phil. 4: 13 "I can do all things through Christ Which 

Strengtheneth me ! " 
--Note: This power is available to you, but it becomes 

yours only when you claim it. 
--Illus: There is quite a difference in people, isn't 

there? One man gets rigid mental pattern that is negative. 
He won ' t part with it! He insists upon it! He won't let 
it go! There isn't anything at which he can succeed. And 
whatever work he must do is drudgery and he is quite sure 
could be done better by anyone else but him. And therefore 
he suffers defeat, unhappiness and ends each day utterly 
exhausted by his work. 

But another man realizes his deficiencies, but he wants to 
improve, he wants to succeed. And so he claims the 
unconquerable power of Christ and says, "I can do all things 
... " And he does that same day's work. exhilarated by what 
he has been able to accomplish! 

CON: Jesus was exhausted one day and proceeded to work, 
and lo and behold, instead of becoming more exhausted he 
was exhilarated! How can this be? 

The answer is found in a purpose that motivates and gives 
meaning to life. And when doing the will of God becomes the 
dominate purpose of your life, you too will discover that 
work that otherwise would be exhausting become exhilara.t1ng . 

Allow God to do his work in you. Make the most of your 
God-given gifts. And claim the unconquerable power of · 
Christ! 



WORK -- EXHILARATING OR EXHAUSTING? 

USED: FBC, San Angelo, Texas, 11-17-74, a. m IJyJ-,/' 


