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“Evangelistic Relationships – Work – Part 1”      Text – Ephesians 6:5-8       OT Reading – Eccle. 2:17-3:22

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
We have been considering the relationships of this section of Ephesians under the theme of evangelistic relationships.
And we come now to the last of the three relationships that Paul deals with in this section; that of work.
Now, while it might surprise you to think of work as a relationship, that is exactly what it is.  
Each employee and their employer, or each student and their teacher, go about their business within the context of a relationship; that of inferior, again, in terms of role, not person, and superior.
And because, once we step out of the home, it is at school or work that we spend most of our time, it is not surprising that the work relationship comes next under Paul’s microscope. 

And the first thing we notice in his words is that the relationship of slave/master is not ours today, regardless of what children might sometimes think!
And this means we need to know something about the slavery of this time, and the problems that Paul was addressing before we seek application to the working relationships of today.
So let’s spend a moment considering the Ephesian context.

Firstly then, and unlike today, business and industry were very much home based.  There were no large corporations and government departments.  
Most working relationships were based not on employment contracts and collective bargaining agreements, but that of slave and master.  
In fact, it is estimated that there were around 60,000,000 slaves in the Roman Empire, and that fully 1/3rd of the population of cities such as Ephesus were slaves.
Now, at this time in history, most slaves could count on eventually becoming free.  
Slaves could own property including their own slaves!  
There were doctors and lawyers who were slaves.
There were extremely poor free people and extremely rich slaves.  
Indeed, selling oneself into slavery was a popular means of gaining Roman citizenship.  

But there was also a tremendous exploitation of slaves that went on.
There are records of slaves being brutally punished or killed for the most trivial of incidents.
One commentator cites a Roman writer who divided his agricultural instruments into three classes – the articulate, who were slaves, the inarticulate, which were animals, and the mute, which were tools and vehicles.  
So, in the eyes of some masters, the only difference between a slave and an animal was that a slave could talk!

Slaves then, just like women and children, had virtually no legal status in Ephesian society.  They were the possessions of their masters, who could pretty much do with them as they wished.
And so, you can imagine the appeal of Christianity to slaves.
It gave them status as children of God; saints; God’s eternally elect ones!  
They went from being society’s nothings, to those who possessed an eternal inheritance in Christ.

And many slaves would have had unbelieving masters.  1 Peter 2:18ff makes this clear.
And this is why we are dealing here with an evangelistic relationship, and why, just as he did with wives and children, Paul wants slaves to see that the inferior, in terms of role, is the one who holds the key to this evangelistic relationship.  
Earthly power, through ownership, may belong to masters, but heavenly power, through submission, belongs to slaves.   

Thus, there are some significant differences between the work relationships of then and now.  
Despite sometimes claiming that we are treated like slaves, we really have no right to even suggest such a thing once we understand what slavery actually meant.  

And yet, despite these differences, there is also much that is profitable for us to consider in terms of how God’s Word addresses the work relationship.

So, looking at the Christ-like responsibility of workers, then, there are four things we want to consider as we examine these verses.  
And by now, you can probably guess what the four points are; 
the matter, the method, the manner, and the motive of this command.  

So, firstly then, the matter.  What is the stuff of this command?

	Well, to begin with, this command is about obedience; the same obedience commanded of children.   
	And as we saw with children, to obey means that when the ‘superior’ of the relationship, which in this case is masters, say to you the ‘inferior’ in this relationship, which in this case is slaves, ‘Go there’ or ‘Do this’ or ‘Stop doing that,’ your calling is to hear not as the equal who may have your own opinion, but to ‘hear under’ as in ‘yes sir,’ and then to go or to act accordingly.  
	This is the calling of this command.  


	Now, I want to say more about the whole slavery question in a moment.  But let’s first recall why this command was necessary.  And there were two problems in view.  
	Number 1 – It appears that some felt that they could run away from their masters or disobey because they were believers and their bosses were not.  
	After all, they were now equal in God’s eyes with those who were free, according to Colossians 3:11.  

So Paul is here saying, No, you are not free to run away.  
	That would harm the cause of Christ, which is what life is all about.  
	Instead, you must stay.  
	But not only must you stay, you must obey, evangelistically.  
	And because of what Peter says to slaves in 1 Peter 2:18ff, this means even being prepared to take an unjust beating for Christ.  
	That is the scope of evangelistic obedience that God here demands of slaves. 


	Now, we, today, are not like slaves in that work is a voluntary relationship that we can leave.  And so, if we are experiencing harsh and unjust treatment at work, we may leave, and seek other employment.  But based on this biblical principle, the nature of our obedience to employers or teachers ought to be such that we stand ready to endure unjust and harsh treatment if we think that best serves the cause of the gospel.  
	We live in a world of rights and fairness and justice.  But God’s word calls us to the path of lowly obedience, even, if necessary, to that which is harsh.  
	Thus, if we think the gospel is best served by putting up with hardship and injustice at work; if we think that submitting to this will strengthen our Christian testimony, then we honour God by patiently persevering, and may be used by Him to bring others to Christ.


	But the second problem being confronted here was the issue of slaves who had believing bosses.  
	You see, it was conceivable that a slave was an elder in the church of Ephesus, with his boss in his district, so to speak, while the boss owned him and had full authority over him in terms of work.  Imagine that!  
	So, as you can well imagine, slaves in this situation were getting a bit sassy and relaxed about their masters.  “We’re equals!  You can’t boss me around.  I am a brother in Christ, and your elder!”  
	However, in 1 Tim 6:2, Paul says to slaves, “Those who have believing masters are not to show less respect for them because they are brothers.  Instead, they are to serve them even better, because those who benefit from their service are believers, and dear to them.”  
	And this means that if you, as a Christian, have one of the members of your church as your teacher or principal at school, or if you have a Christian employer, this does not give you the right to treat them as your buddy, or to expect to be treated better by them, or to get more time off for this or that, or to be a lazy worker or student.  

In fact, as God’s Word makes very plain, your obligation to them is even higher because they are believers.  

	So, whatever the working relationship is, workers – bosses, students – teachers, obey them.


	But now we need to spend a moment on the slavery question.  And we must not avoid this fact or ignore it.  We live in a world that has almost universally agreed that slavery is one of the chief evils.  And yet, here in the Bible, slaves are commanded to obey their masters, and in Philemon, a runaway slave is commanded to return to his master.  
	And the fact of the matter is that the way that the Bible speaks about slavery is enough for some to say, You can keep your Christianity.  If it doesn’t even condemn slavery, I’m not interested.  
	Now, we need to remember, that slavery was universal in Bible times.  From Gen – Rev, slavery was a normal part of everyday life.  
	In the OT, God had very clear laws about slavery as He ruled His people in Israel.  

But here, Paul is speaking in NT times.  
	Now, God’s people are ruled by whatever earthly government exists and its laws.  

And the Ephesians, like us, are to be subject to the leaders and laws of that government, as we read in Romans 13:1.  
	So now, God’s law, as far as things like slaves are concerned apply as broad principles rather than as detailed prescription.  


	So, that means that here, Paul is not saying that it is right for a Christian to own a slave.  But neither is he saying that it is wrong for a Christian to own a slave.  He is simply acknowledging that slavery was part of the ‘system’ of the day.  
	And so, a Christian’s responsibility, within that system, as a slave, was to obey.  


	And that’s the universal NT approach to society.  
	Paul’s consistent message is not condemnation of or agreement with this or that political position.  

Paul’s consistent message is the gospel of salvation in Christ and how that affects the way we live within whatever political framework exists.  

	But just note two things about Paul’s command.  
	Firstly, he speaks directly to slaves.  
	That in itself is astonishing given the culture of the day.  

God’s Word recognizes slaves as worthy of address.  
He has already included them among the “saints” and called them adopted children of God and part of the church as the bride of Christ.  
So, already, he has done far more to elevate their status than society did.  
	But also, when Paul spoke to husbands and wives, he included comment about the institution of marriage in v30.  And when Paul spoke to children and parents, he talked about the 5th commandment and this being “right.”  But now, as he talks to slaves, there is no such talk in relation to the rights or wrongs of slavery.  
	Thus, Paul is not equating slavery with marriage or parenthood as a necessary human institution.  Instead, he is recognizing slavery as something that just is.  And because it is, slaves must obey their masters.  


	So, what does this mean then for us today?  
	Well, here in New Zealand, slavery is illegal.  
	And so, if we knew of a slave, we would be duty bound to call the police and have them rescued.  

It would be wrong of us to say, Well, the Bible says slaves must obey masters, so tough luck pal, you’re stuck with it.  
	But if we lived in a country where slavery was legal, while we may do everything in our power to get that law changed and end slavery, if we knew slaves, we would have to say to them, “Obey your earthly masters with respect and fear…”  Again, because that is the system of the day.  
	But let’s bring this a little closer to home.  
	May a Christian join a Trade union?  
	Yes, they may, because that is part of the legally recognized system of the day.  
	May a Christian take part in a strike for better working conditions?  
	Yes, they may, because that is part of the legally recognized system of the day.  
	Now, you can and should work to change any illegal or unbiblical or greedy aspects of the way a union or strike operates.  But normatively, we are to do our evangelistic work within the ‘system’ of the day.  
	Thus, the Christian must always think, will my participation in this union or strike, as part of the system of the day, strengthen my ability to testify to Christ or compromise it?  


	So, the matter of this command calls us to be obedient within the system of the day.


Well, let’s now get a little bit more detailed as to how this all applies to us out there in the workforce or as we study by noting, secondly, the method of this instruction.

	Paul says, “Slaves, obey your earthly masters with “respect and fear.” 
	Now, the words used here are not intended to convey the idea that we obey like cowering and whimpering people just waiting for a hiding from our bosses or teachers.  
	In 1 Corinthians 2, Paul says to the Corinthians, “I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling.”  
	And Paul’s fear there was not directed towards the Corinthians, it was directed towards God.  Paul’s trembling fear was that He would not reveal God accurately or clearly.  
	And this is the fear and respect you are called to in terms of your boss or teacher.  
	You are to obey them out of respect for the authority that God has given them.  

Your reverence for Christ, and your fear of failing to accurately reveal Him through your work, should govern your obedience towards your boss or teacher.  
As you look at them, and hear them, and work for them, you do it looking through them to the God who has set them over you.

	But you are also to obey “with sincerity of heart.”  
	And the word sincerity literally translates as singleness.  
	Your focus in your work is to be the obligation you have to your teacher or employer, and through them to the Lord.    
	You are not to work, primarily, to earn money.  

You are not to work, primarily, so that you can get the staff discount, or so that you can get the money for your overseas trip together, or just because you have to, or so that you can make use of free access to the internet, etc.  
No, you are to do your work “with sincerity of heart.” 

	The story is told of three men who were chiseling bricks for a cathedral.  Each was asked what he was doing.  One said, “Just making a living.”  Another said, “Just filling in time until something better comes along.”  But the last said, “I am building a place of worship where my Saviour will be praised!”  And this one worked with “sincerity of heart.”


	But Paul continues on to say, “Obey them not only to win their favour when their eye is on you.”  
	And literally, there are two parts to this instruction.  
	The first is work as “eye-service.”  
	That is work done purely to please the watching eye of the boss, or to gain praise from the teacher or a promotion.  
	Your work should be such that you don’t need to be checked up on to see if you are sleeping or reading a book or catching your breath at the back of the aisle.  

Your work should be such that the teacher does not need to check that you have begun your project and started the research and are on track to have it ready on time.  
If you have been assigned work, you should be into it and on top of it whether you are watched and checked or not.  
You should not need to be told that break time is over.  

	But the other part of this instruction is that you are not to do your work as a man-pleaser.  
	And this means both pleasing yourself and pleasing others.  You are to be a God-pleaser.  That is to be your concern.  
	You see, we can be so obsessed with what others think about us, or how this or that will affect us, or will this work out for our good, or what does this reveal about my ability, or how will this get me a raise?  

We can work solely to gain praise or promotions or raises or gold stars or merit awards or honour rolls or a knighthood.  
And in all of these things we lose sight of the fact that our calling is to work in the sight of God, who sees all and knows all that truly exists in the heart.  
	And this means that when we miss out on the raise or promotion or praise or award or honour, we don’t trash the place to get some payback, or slow down our output, or bad-mouth the boss or teacher, or perform as little as we can get away with.  
	We continue to be evangelistic workers.


	And lastly, in connection with the method of this instruction, we do the will of God from the heart, and serve wholeheartedly.  
	God’s will is what we read about in 1 Cor 10:31, “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”  

Ecclesiastes 9:10, “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might.”  
	And the Greek word translated as “serve wholeheartedly” literally means with goodwill or pleasantly.  
	Do you realize, brothers and sisters, that what we read here means that there is a Christian way to answer the phone, or serve a customer, or do homework, etc.  
	Now, non-Christians may also do these things, pleasantly, but only the Christian knows that this is the Day that the Lord has made, that they possess every spiritual blessing in Christ, that their sins have been forgiven, and that their job is a gift from God.  And this is what leads to their goodwill and pleasantness when answering the phone, or sweeping a floor, etc.


	And here’s why all this is so important.  
	1 Thessalonians 4:12, Work hard “so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders.”  
	Your work, and your attitude to work is intended by God to be a wonderful witness to the saving work of Jesus Christ.  
	And bad work or a bad work attitude is an appalling witness.  
	If you are not working to the glory of God, you are guilty of great sin; sin that has likely affected gospel opportunities with workmates, classmates, bosses, and teachers.  
	And so, regardless of the nature of the work you are currently doing, remember, that in your work, you preach a living sermon that God can use powerfully to win people over to Jesus.


And He will do this if we give heed also to the Manner of this instruction.  

And there are three phrases in these verses, which reveal this to us.  Slaves are to obey earthly masters … “just as you would obey Christ … like slaves of Christ … [and] as if you were serving the Lord, not men.” 
We are to do our work, whatever that might be, and regardless of how difficult our work circumstances might be, as part of our worship of, our devotion to, and our love for the Lord Jesus Christ.  
Like Joseph, and Daniel, and Nehemiah, you are to be the best at what you do, because you love the Lord and want to reveal Him through your work.  
You are to cook the meal as if it were to be served to the Lord.  
You are to write up the term paper as if it were to be marked by the Lord.  
You are to screw the clip to the fitting, and then the next clip to the next fitting, and then the next clip, and so on, as if Christ were the one checking your work.  
You are to wash the floor, or clean the car, or work out the wages, or type up the letter, or check the wall for plumb, or wash the windows, or drive the bus, or serve the customer, as “if you were serving the Lord, not men.”  

And as if we didn’t have enough motivation already, Paul ends by explicitly providing a motive for this command.

	You see, your work on earth might not be noticed by men.  You may go often unrewarded.  As a slave, you might even have lost your life in your work.  
	But, your ultimate perspective on work is to be a heavenly one, not an earthly one.  
	And Paul spells this out when he says, “Because you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or free.”  
	Now, I don’t know about you, but I will be glad just to be in heaven, even if it is in the back corner at the back of the crowd.  

However, what verses like this one reveal is that there will be degrees of reward in heaven, just as there will be degrees of punishment in hell.  
	And the reward in heaven will be based on the value of our Christ-like service.  


	The story is told about a couple who got off a boat in New York after 40 years of missionary service in Africa.  And getting off the same boat was President Roosevelt, who had returned from a hunting trip to Africa.  He was greeted by huge crowds and the media, while there was no one to greet them.  The husband saw all this and said to his wife, “Imagine that, we serve as missionaries for 40 years, he just shoots a lion, and look who receives all the attention!  Where is the justice in that?”  But his wife turned to him and said, “Remember dear, we are not really home yet.”  


	Your God is keeping a close eye on your work relationship.  
	And when He sees you do obedient, sincere, pleasant, Christ-like work, it is noted in the Book, and it will earn a heavenly reward.  Isn’t that something!  
	And the wonder of the gospel is that when you disobey, or work for the eye or to please men, or lack sincerity, or show disrespect, or fail to work as a slave of Christ, He overlooks your sin because of the work of Jesus Christ on the cross!  


	But He does this only to those who walk in faith, who confess their sins, and who hunger and thirst for righteousness.  


May He so give us the grace to be Christ-like workers.

Amen.

