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Text 
Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey 

Christ. 
6 
Obey them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you, but like slaves of Christ, doing the 

will of God from your heart. 
7 
Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not men, 

8 
because 

you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or free. 
9 
And 

masters, treat your slaves in the same way. Do not threaten them, since you know that he who is both their 

Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no favoritism with him. 

 

Introduction 
 We come to an interpretative dilemma as we come to the next passage in 

Ephesians.  Many well-meaning and well-respected Christians find it necessary to 

apologize for passages like this (and there are others much like it in the NT; i.e. Col. 

3:22ff, Tit. 2:9), because we all know today that slavery is wrong, right?  But the Bible 

doesn’t explicitly denounce it as an institution. 

 However, it does – so the argument goes – lay its ax at slavery’s root.  You’ll read 

some commentators who say things like “If Paul does not make a full frontal attack on 

slavery, he is certainly putting a time-bomb under it.”
1
  There’s the oft quoted statement 

by F.F. Bruce that the NT brought on “an atmosphere in which the institution [of slavery] 

could only wilt and die.”
2
  Perhaps.  But I think we need to be careful. 

 Those that try to trace out the NT’s underlying “redemptive spirit”
3
 and follow its 

trajectory to further conclusions come dangerously close to the charge of ‘going beyond 

what is written’.  I don’t see how this hermeneutic can be applied to slaves and masters 

and not to the other relationships addressed in this section – wives and husbands, children 

and parents.  Is the NT trying to incite a quiet revolution of the social order ushering in 

radical egalitarianism and the flattening of all authority structures?  I don’t think so.  The 

explanation that this is not from the right or the left but from above seems to be a better 

solution.  So the NT is neither liberationist or oppressive, although it will appear 

liberationist to the oppressive and oppressive to the liberationists. 

 Instead, it’s pointing us to an out-of-this-world reality, namely the glory of God in 

Christ.  Jesus is an eternal Husband.  God is ontologically Father and Son, a relationship 

we get in on through our union with Christ.  And Jesus is Lord, a Master to whom we 

owe our lives, our allegiance, our obedience.  We simply cannot lose these categories.  

They’re not just antiquated analogies; they’re eternal realities. 
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 And yet the critical point to make is that Jesus is a loving, self-sacrificing 

Husband who brings us to a doting, caring Father and he is a Master who calls us ‘friend’ 

(Jn. 15:15) and washes our feet (Jn. 13:5).  This is profound… unheard of. 

 The reason why many contemporary commentators are quick to make excuses for 

the seeming tolerance of slavery in the NT is that we live in the wake of a form of slavery 

that was morally deplorable.  When we hear slavery we immediately think of the ante-

bellum South.  Let me describe that for you: people were suddenly and violently ripped 

from their homes and families against their will, packed into cargo ships like livestock to 

lay in their own excrement for weeks as they were shipped half-way around the world.  

Those that survived were sold at auction, owned for life, deeded to children like property, 

treated like machinery without souls.  And the big thing is that this was a slavery based 

on ethnicity.  It was a racist slavery – whites owned blacks.  Its horrendous effects on our 

nation, even on our city, up to this very day are too numerous to recount.  The stain of 

injustice hasn’t come out of the fabric of our society. 

 The NT is actually not silent or ambivalent about this sort of despicable activity.  

Did you know that?  1 Timothy 1:9-10 talks about “lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly 

and sinful, the unholy and irreligious” and gives examples: “those who kill their fathers 

or mothers… murderers… adulterers and perverts… slave traders and liars and 

perjurers.”  Paul doesn’t mince words.  Those who treat human beings like cattle, raid 

their homes and round them up and sell them against their wills into lives of hard labor, 

the sex trade, racial subjugation are unequivocally among the most depraved of humanity.  

That kind of stuff did happen back then (and it still happens today). 

 Now is that what Paul is tolerating in today’s text?  No.  Let’s talk a little bit 

about what mainstream slavery was in the first century.  First of all, this section in 

Ephesians has been commonly referred to as the Haustafel, or household instructions, 

because it applied to home life.  Most household units had a husband and a wife and kids 

and servants – people who lived on the estate and got their living from working in it. 

 How was this different than what happened in America pre-Civil War?  Very.  

Estimates have the Roman Empire at that time comprised of 60 million slaves.  One-third 

of cities like Rome, Corinth, and Ephesus were slaves.
4
  They comprised a significant 

block of society and therefore the threat of revolt always lingered, keeping working 

conditions in check.  Slavery wasn’t for life.  50% of slaves were freed by age 30.
5
  You 

could own your own property (slaves even owned their own slaves!).  You could save up 

your own money.  You were still largely self-determining.  It was an option often 

voluntarily utilized by people in order to pay off debt.  While there was cruelty and 

mistreatment (it would be naïve to think it didn’t exist), most slaves had it better off than 

peasant freedmen.  And the most glaring difference is that for the most part 1
st
 century 

slavery wasn’t racial.  Any person of any ethnicity could find him or herself a slave at 

some point in life. 

 One person has commented that “Roman slavery in the first century was far more 

humane and civilized than the American/African slavery practiced in this country much 

later.  This is a sobering and humbling fact!”
6
  So much for the idea that humanity is 

progressing out of barbarism…  But the point is that the economy that Paul found himself 

in back then is more similar to today’s economy than we might at first think, certainly 

closer than our most recent memory of slavery.  Therefore, the application of these texts 

on slaves and masters to employees and employers is not that great of a leap at all. 
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 It may be that a better economic system could have been developed and has, but 

the principle must remain, the principle of ordered relationships, authority, and structure.  

One scholar has put it plainly – “The attitude to work and the spirit demanded of masters 

and those under them are just as relevant in a free society as in a slave economy.”
7
 

So, all that being said, we’re talking about your profession today, how you behave 

when you’re on the clock those 40, 50, 60 hours a week.  How you act as a boss.  Those 

kinds of things.  And remember, this is all in the context of means the Holy Spirit uses to 

fill our souls with a greater apprehension of Christ.  So in short what we’re going to see 

today is just this: we can see Jesus in our job. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Slaves 

Paul has been addressing ordered relationships.  Wives and then husbands, 

children and then parents, now today he continues the pattern of addressing the 

submitting party first.  One observation to make, which we drew attention to last week, is 

who Paul expects to be present in the church gatherings.  It was noteworthy that Paul 

expected children to be in church, not segregated off in some special class.  Today we see 

him address slaves.  Slaves were fully included parts of the churches.  The churches had 

both slaves and master within them!  That’s radical.  Christianity’s not just an upper class 

religion.  Neither is it merely for the lower classes.  It is a fully integrated phenomenon.  

We see here a subtle challenge from the first century church to the 21
st
 – are we 

segregated by class or a place were poor and rich, executives and blue collar workers 

intermingle freely? 

But when we leave church and take up our vocations in the kingdom of this 

world, how do behave?  Slaves are told to obey.  The same word used for how children 

relate to parents.  Again, a different word than the one used to describe wives and 

husbands because it’s a different kind of relationship, not one of intimacy… more of a 

business relationship. 

“Slaves, obey your earthly masters.”  Note that adjective ‘earthly’.  Earthly 

masters – Paul is already alerting us to a greater reality that pervades this whole 

treatment.  An earthly boss implies there is a heavenly one.  Just look ahead at how many 

times in this short segment we see the words ‘like’ or ‘as’.  Your earthly occupation is 

part of a heavenly simile.  “Obey your earthly masters… just as you would obey Christ” 

(v. 5).  “Obey them like,” v. 6, “like slaves of Christ.”  Verse 7 – “Serve wholeheartedly, 

as if you were serving the Lord.”  The point is not hard to see.  The way Christians are to 

go about their work is the same way they would do it if Jesus was their manager. 

 Let’s break it down phrase by phrase.  “Obey” means do what they say.  If she 

tells you to make 50 copies on yellow paper by noon, you don’t put it off until tomorrow 

and do 25 copies on green.  “With respect” means you show honor, you don’t mock or 

belittle.  You don’t join the gossip around the water cooler.  You don’t talk back (Tit. 

2:9).  “With fear” means you understand that your boss has power to hire and fire and 

evaluate performance and dole out consequences and you act accordingly.  “With 

sincerity of heart” means that you don’t grit your teeth, but you learn to find joy in it.  

You execute your duties gladly just as if Jesus were your boss. 
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 “But you don’t understand!  My job is awful.  My boss is a completely 

incompetent jerk.  He’s not Jesus!”  1 Peter 2:18 – “Slaves, submit yourselves to your 

masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those 

who are harsh.”  Even the jobs that you consider demeaning, the bosses that are 

demanding as a Christian you resist the temptations to grumble, complain, be 

insubordinate. 

 Paul gets even more practical: v. 6 – “Obey them not only to win their favor 

[don’t be a brown-noser, suck-up] when their eye is on you, but like slaves of Christ, 

doing the will of God.”  Paul makes up a word here – ‘eye-service’.  We all know what 

this is.  We’ve all done it.  The boss comes walking around the corner and suddenly 

there’s a spreadsheet on your computer screen instead of Solitaire.  How do you work 

when you’re unsupervised?  If you’re working ultimately for Jesus, you’ll know that he 

sees everything and you can’t fool him. 

 “From your heart,” “serve wholeheartedly” – this is saying, basically, that 

Christians should be the best employees anyone can find.  They will give it their all, all 

the time.  They won’t skimp.  They won’t slack.  “It is possible,” writes John Stott, “for 

the housewife to cook a meal as if Jesus Christ were going to eat it, or to spring-clean the 

house as if Jesus Christ were to be the honored guest.  It is possible for teachers to 

educate children, for doctors to treat patients and nurses to care for them, for solicitors to 

help clients, shop assistants to serve customers, accountants to audit books and secretaries 

to type letters as if in each case they were serving Jesus Christ.”
8
  How would this city be 

different; how would the reputation of Christ be aided if all Christian workers were like 

this? 

 Read this on the bus as you go to work this week – “Serve wholeheartedly, as if 

you were serving the Lord, not men, because [you are!].  God has called you to this 

station in life and part of your obedience and service to him is to work at your job with 

excellence.  “You know,” Paul says, implying that what he was about to say was an 

essential part of every Christian’s basic instruction, “that the Lord will reward everyone 

for whatever good he does.” 

 The gospel says that Christ has graciously freed you from your miserable slavery 

to sin, Satan, and death.  One of the first and most basic Christian creeds was that “Jesus 

is Lord,” which meant that he had freed you from an evil tyrant in order that you could 

become his slave, the slave of an unambiguously benevolent and infinitely affluent 

Master.  And another truth which used to be so fundamental, but is more and more 

overlooked or downplayed is that there is a heaven!  This earth is not all there is. 

 For sure, salvation is not just about getting things right so that you know where 

you go when you die.  There are immediate effects and experiences.  For sure, we are to 

work to make this world a more just and equitable place.  But we’ve lost something of the 

recognition that even at our best and most fulfilled we are mere pilgrims in this life, 

awaiting the consummation that Christ and Christ alone can bring to this sin scarred 

world.  This is not all there is.  A new world order is coming, a new and perfect economy, 

a new creation rid of the thorns and thistles, of monotony and purposelessness, of 

ambiguity and ennui.  So many people are unconvinced of this and thus can’t stand the 9-

5, the dead-end career, and are groping for early retirement, living for vacations, hopping 

from job to job in pursuit of the elusive dream job of perfect fulfillment. 
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 We have made a mess of this world and are responsible for letting in an 

unwelcome guest that has turned out to be a malevolent dictator.  If Christ has set you 

free and redeemed you, you now belong to him.  You are his servant.  He told a parable 

once to describe the responsibility of his servants – the parable of the talents.  A master 

leaves on a journey and gives different amounts of money to his servants – some received 

5, some received 2, some received 1.  When he returns he rewards them for their 

faithfulness in doing what they could with what they had been given.  Paul’s readers may 

have even been familiar with this teaching of Jesus. 

The point is that you don’t control what you get, what station in life you are 

placed in.  There are different stations.  You may be a minimum wage burger flipper, in 

middle management, or a CEO.  It doesn’t matter.  You’re simply called to be faithful 

with what you’ve been called to, doing it in service to your loving master, knowing that 

in a short while you will hear him say, “Well done, good and faithful servant!  You have 

been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things.  Come and share 

your master’s happiness” (Mt. 25:21)!  Our work is simply a gut-level reaction to the 

spectacular work that Christ has done on our behalf and the reward is none other than 

more of Christ himself.  We love him; we want to grow in submission to him because he 

loves us; we want to please him; we want more of him; and with that mindset we can see 

Jesus in our job.  It is a daily, hourly reminder that you have a Master in heaven.  He is 

good in every way your boss is bad and he is better in every way he is good. 

 

Masters 

As we’ve come to expect, Paul is now going to address the masters.  Any bosses 

here today?  Any managers?  This is for you.  “Treat [those under you] in the same way.”  

The same way you would like them to treat you.  It’s the Golden Rule of management.  

Be kind.  Be respectful.  Be considerate.  Take your role seriously and do it 

wholeheartedly.  Be the absolute best boss you can be.  Do not threaten your employees, 

reward them.  Play your earthly role in this heavenly simile – manage and exercise 

authority over people as/like the Lord Jesus.   

What would our city be like if Christian bosses did this?  I want to go a bit further 

and pose a challenge.  Paul says elsewhere that slaves should be content in their position, 

but then he makes this little interjection – “although if you can gain your freedom, do so” 

(1Cor. 7:21).  What does that mean?  Well it means that there was an aspect of upward 

mobility in the Roman world, just like today.  And so today, for example, if an 

opportunity arises in which you have worked hard and can attain a role of position of 

authority, take it.  What if Christians began to rise in the ranks of the business community 

and with the help of accountability from the Christian community were to lead with 

justice and concern for employee welfare? 

We have Labor Day because unions have been necessary at times to curb the 

greed and injustice of the man.  But what if ‘the man’ started acting like ‘the Man’?  I’m 

challenging you students and others with a good idea and perhaps some capital, to get 

creative, to think of some ways to venture as entrepreneurs.  Create companies and 

businesses in the UIC Area.  Create jobs.  Pay people well.  Stimulate the economy.  The 

way I think is everywhere I go I think to myself, “I wonder if we could plant a church 

there that could reach more people with the gospel.”  But there’s a part of that drive that 

also causes me to look at a lot of abandoned industry or stagnant commercial districts and 
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think, “I wonder what kind of business could be started there that could generate wealth 

and jobs for people.”  Just some food for thought…  More Christian business owners and 

bosses… 

If God has put you in a position of authority, do it with service and love and with 

your employees best interests at heart.  And remember: he who is both their Master and 

yours is in heaven, and there is no favoritism with him.”  Keep things in perspective.  Be 

humbled by realizing that you’re part of something bigger – an ordered economy that 

points ultimately to the Lord Jesus Christ.  It’s all about him.  He doesn’t play favorites. 

 

Conclusion 
 For those of us who know Jesus as our Lord, we want him to be magnified in our 

eyes and through our lives in the eyes of others.  Do you find yourself drained by work?  

Paul is saying here that work is a means of filling you with Christ!  You can see Jesus in 

your job! 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 So let’s spend some time at the end just focusing on Jesus.  Whether you’re a boss 

making 6 figures or a janitor trying to feed 6 kids we all come to this Table as equals.  

Our great Lord and Master has served us up a feast.  And he waits on us at this Table.  

There’s this astounding parable in Luke 12 where Jesus likens himself to a master who 

dresses himself to serve, has his faithful servants recline at the table and comes and waits 

on them (Lk. 12:37)!  Jesus, though he is Lord, humbled himself and took the very nature 

of a servant and became obedient to death, even death on a cross (cf. Phil. 2:6ff).  And he 

waits on us at this Table commemorating his sacrificial service of himself for us… 

 

Benediction 
May “the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit” (Phm. 1:25). 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 6, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a 

holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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