If you read through the early history of the United States, it is very clear that the vision that drove the Founding Fathers of this nation was a yearning and a longing for freedom.  They longed to escape the tyranny of England under which they had lived their entire lives.  If you read the founding documents, it is clear that this idea of freedom is the central, defining characteristic of the newly founded nation.  That said, in the midst of this driving focus on freedom, there is a glaring inconsistency that cannot be avoided – many of the same people who were arguing and fighting and dying for their own freedom owned slaves.  And many of those people had no desire or intention to free those slaves.  It was a glaring blemish on the early years of America's history – one that was not dealt with until almost 100 years later in the Civil War.  

As we look back on that time in our history, we rightly assume that we have grown in our understanding as a nation.  Though we still struggle with racial issues and all of the implications of racial equality, slavery as an institution is a battle that, thankfully and rightly, has been put behind us.  

For that reason, our text for today (Eph. 6:5-9) is a bit unsettling to our 21st-century American minds.  As Paul continues telling his readers what it means to walk in a manner worthy of their calling as Christians (4:1) and, more specifically, what it means to be filled with the Spirit and submitting to one another (5:21), he follows his instructions to wives and children with instructions to slaves.  This is unsettling to us because it almost seems as if Paul is condoning the institution.  Instead of telling his readers to throw away the whole system and rebel against its injustice, he seems to assume its validity by telling them how to behave within it.  Why does Paul do this?  Before we examine the text itself, we must address this question.  Is Paul condoning, or even encouraging slavery?  

In short, the answer is no.  In answering this question, it is just as important to take note of what Paul does not say as it is to take note of what he does say.  Paul does not condone the institution in this text.  In fact, he is not addressing the institution at all.  Paul is not answering the question of whether slavery is just or right but rather how being a Christian impacts the reality of being a slave or a slavemaster.  The issue was not slavery on a societal level but how following Christ changes or shapes being a slave and being a master on a personal, individual level.  

And, as we will see, though Paul is not addressing slavery on a grand, institutional scale, the things he says – particularly to masers – does represent a radical reorientation of the institution.  In essence, Paul does undermine the institution – not by urging its abolition but by showing his readers the way following Christ transforms it and overshadows it.  

Within the context of this section of Ephesians, this section fits perfectly with Paul's discussion of how a Christian should respond to authority and/or exercise authority.  Slaves are in a very similar position as wives and children (not that wives and children are slaves but they are under authority) while masters are in a very similar position as husbands and parents (not that husbands and parents are slavedrivers but they are exercising authority).  And, as the final piece of this larger section on submitting to authority, Paul's words do serve to offer some central, overarching themes with regard to authority that are relevant for us even today.  You see, even though, we no longer deal with the issue of slaves and masters, this text is relevant because Paul makes clear to his readers that the ultimate authority of God should be the dominant, driving force in all of their lives – both in their submission to authority and in their exercising of authority.

So, as we move into the text, we will look first at Paul's specific words to his original readers before stepping back and seeing how this text still applies today.  

I. Slaves should obey their masters as servants of Christ (6:5-8).

As with the previous two sections, Paul begins by addressing the person who is under authority as he writes, “Slaves, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, with a sincere heart, as you would Christ, not by way of eye-service as people-pleasers, but as servants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart, rending service with a good will as to the Lord and not to man, knowing that whatever good anyone does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether he is a slave or free” (6:5-8).  Within this extended instruction to slaves, Paul actually weaves together two main issues – the first being the way slaves should behave and the second being the motivation for that behavior.  So we can look at each of these in turn.  

But first of all, we should note that it is incredibly significant that Paul even addresses slaves.  In the Roman culture of his day, slaves were often ignored and demeaned.  They were not legitimate, important members of society.  But for Paul, within the church, they occupy a place of equal standing and importance with husbands, wives, children, parents and even their masters.  Simply by addressing them, Paul is making a point that we will see again later – before Christ, all people are equal and there is no hierarchy based on age or gender or skin color or economic status.  By even addressing slaves, Paul is making clear that they are valuable, important members of the body and of life.  

With that understanding, we can observe, first, the way Paul tells slaves to behave.  First, he clearly tells them “obey your earthly masters”.  No doubt, as with wives and children, this meant the slaves should do what they were told.  When the master gave a command, the slave was to obey.  The only exception, most certainly, was if the master commanded the slave to sin.  As we will see, the slave is obeying the master as they would obey Christ – so if sin is commanded, obedience is not expected.  Apart from that exception, though, Paul expected the slave to obey the commands they were given and do the tasks they were assigned.  

Moreover, within his instruction, Paul moves behind the bare issue of obedience and makes clear that the obedience of slaves should stem from proper motives in the heart.  First, he tells slaves they should obey “with a sincere heart” and then later tells them they render their service “with a good will.”  Clearly, the issue is not merely external obedience but the attitude of the heart.  In Paul's mind, slaves should genuinely respect and honor their masters.  Rather than grumbling, frustrated obedience, Paul urged faithful, willing service.  Rather than begrudging service, Paul urged joyful service.  The term rendered “good will” signified something done zealously and eagerly.  For Paul, it was not merely the service of slaves but the attitude in which it was rendered that mattered.  Slaves were supposed to joyfully, willingly obey their masters out of a heart that genuinely respected them.  

But why would Paul give this instruction?  What is the reason behind it?  Paul's answer, expressed in various ways throughout the instructions to slaves is that slaves should do this because they are ultimately submitting to, and obeying, Christ. 

First, Paul tells slaves to obey their masters “with fear and trembling.”  Though the slave was supposed to show such an attitude to the master, these terms of “fear” and “trembling” are used primarily in the Scriptures to describe a particular attitude toward God.  Ultimately, the fear and trembling that should characterize the obedience of these slaves is a fear of God that changes the very character of that obedience.  

Moreover, Paul tells the slaves to obey their masters “as you would Christ.”  Here Paul makes the connection explicit.  Just like with wives and children, the primary relationship is not to the other person but to the Lord.  By submitting to their masters, slaves were submitting to Christ, and Paul tells them that their obedience to the former should look much like their obedience to the latter.  This is an astounding instruction because masters could be terribly harsh, and yet Paul tells these slaves they should obey their masters just like they obey Christ.  Why would he do this?  It is because the ultimate issue is not the master but the Lord.  

Paul drives this point home further by telling the slaves to obey their masters “not by way of eye-service as people-pleasers, but as servants of Christ.”  Ultimately, the opinions of men should not matter because the slaves were working for the Lord.  Though they were slaves who belonged to their masters, they ultimately were slaves of Christ.  In saying this, Paul set these slaves free from the judgments of other human beings.  The slave's main concern was the opinion of the Lord.  And by obeying their masters, Paul says they are “doing the will of God from the heart.”  The primary issue is not the will of the earthly master but the will of the heavenly master – God.  Paul highlights the point again when he tells them that as they serve their masters, they are doing so “as to the Lord and not to man.”  Clearly, Paul wants these slaves to understand that though they belong to and work for and serve an earthly master, they really and ultimately belong to and work for and serve a heavenly master.  By serving the earthly, they were really serving the heavenly.  

And Paul clinches this point with his final declaration to slaves.  After making clear, in numerous ways, that they are ultimately submitting to the Lord by submitting to their masters, he points them to the ultimate reward that awaits them – not from the earthly master but from the Lord.  He reminds them that “whatever good anyone does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether he is a slave or free.”  Not only are the slaves ultimately serving the true master in heaven, but they are ultimately seeking the approval and reward of that true master as well.  And the glory of Paul's statement is that he makes clear that such approval and reward is sure and certain.  For these slaves, Paul wanted them to turn their attention from the merely physical, earthly aspect of their lives and recognize the spiritual, heavenly aspect of their service because the spiritual reality is the ultimate reality – not the physical reality.  Paul wanted them to understand the true nature of their service so they could understand the true nature of their reward.  

So, to sum up, Paul's essential message to these slaves was that they should recognize their ultimate allegiance to the Lord in heaven.  And rather than that ultimate allegiance trumping their earthly allegiances, it actually served to reinforce them by providing them with a solid, eternal foundation.  In light of their ultimate allegiance to the Lord, they were to serve their masters with joyful, sincere hearts because they were really serving the Lord.  And they were to remember that such service would certainly be rewarded by the watching Lord – even if it was never rewarded or commended by anyone here on this earth.  In Paul's mind, the gospel of Jesus Christ radically transformed even the most menial service performed by these slaves.  

II. Masters should oversee their slaves as servants of Christ (6:9).

Just like we have seen in the last two sections (5:22-33 and 6:1-4), after Paul addresses the party that is under authority,  he turns his attention to the party that possesses authority.  In this case, that means turning his focus from slaves to masters as he writes, “Masters, do the same to them, and stop your threatening, knowing that he who is both their master and yours is in heaven, and that there is no partiality with him” (6:9).  Now, it must be noted that Paul's instructions to masters would have been absolutely ludicrous within the context of the broader culture.  As mentioned earlier, slaves were viewed as nothing more than property to be bought, sold and treated however the owner pleased.  Paul's instructions to Christian masters would have turned that perception upside down.  Though Paul does not say that slavery as an institution should be done away with (because, as we saw, that was not his focus or purpose), his instructions do radically alter that institution – and, if you look at history, actually serve to weaken that institution over time.

As Paul turns his attention to masters, the first statement he makes is a bit of a cryptic one – he tells the masters to “do the same to them.”  No doubt “them” refers to the slaves, but what does Paul mean by saying that masters should “do the same”?  He cannot be saying that masters should “do the same to them” by obeying their slaves because that makes no sense and completely does away with the issue of authority.  In essence, if we have understood the exhortation to slaves correctly, it seems that Paul is saying that masters, like their slaves, should ultimately be serving Christ in their relationship with their slaves.  Paul's point is that the attitude of masters as they carry out their responsibilities should be the same as the attitude of slaves as they carry out their responsibilities.  Just as slaves were to submit to masters out of an attitude of service and obedience to the Lord, masters were to oversee slaves out of an attitude of service and obedience to the Lord. 

And Paul does not leave it up to his readers to decide what this would mean for their exercising of authority, but rather he explicitly tells masters to “stop your threatening.”  Here we see how the presence of Christ in the life of a person was supposed to radically transform their life.  Paul makes clear that a master who has trusted Christ should stop threatening their slaves – presumably with any number of extreme and harsh punishments that were common during this time such as beating, separation from family and even killing.  According to Paul, those who have trusted in Christ should totally abandon all such measures.  Instead of dominating and threatening the slave, the master was to treat them with dignity and respect as a fellow human being made in the image of God.  This was a radically different attitude, but one that Paul commanded nonetheless.  We see the same heart expressed in Philemon 17 when Paul tells Philemon to receive Onesimus “as you would receive me”.  For Paul, the presence of Christ radically transformed the way slaves and masters interacted. 

And, as with the slaves, Paul goes on give a reason for his command to masters as he tells them they should do these things “knowing that he who is both their master and yours is in heaven, and that there is no partiality with him”.  Just like Paul encouraged slaves to obey by turning their attention to the heavenly Master, so he now encourages masters to obey by doing the same thing.  Paul reminds the masters that, in reality, they are as much slaves as their own slaves.  As Christians, they are “servants” (“slaves”) of Jesus Christ.  And just like with the slaves that Paul already addressed, the ultimate judgment of the Master in heaven should take first priority in the lives of these masters.  Though they possess earthly authority over their slaves, they do not possess ultimate authority.  Ultimate authority belongs to the Lord, and Paul is making clear that the Lord will judge them for how they exercised authority.  And this judgment will not be based on any earthly standards like wealth or gender or social class or occupation.  This judgment will be “impartial” - each will be judged for his actions.  Interestingly, Paul comes full circle – masters, just like their slaves, should carry out their task rightly because they are always aware that the Lord is watching and that He will “render to each one according to his works” (Rom. 2:6).   

III. Application: We should all live with the watchful eye and impartial judgment of God in mind at all times.

As we think about the meaning of this text for us today, it is a bit different than applying the text over the last couple of weeks because we no longer have slaves and masters in the way that Paul understood them.  The direct application of this text is something we simply cannot do because of our circumstances.  So, how should we apply this text to ourselves?  I think there are a number of principles we can draw from it.  

First, let me say very clearly that even though we do not deal with this explicit issue in our society today, there are a large number of people around the world who are currently being held as slaves around the world against their will.  I cannot let this text go by without addressing that situation.  Paul's words make clear the way anyone with authority over another person should treat them.  As it stands, the many people around the world held as slaves are not being treated in this way.  Instead, they are being treated unjustly.  Since this text makes clear what a just use of authority looks like, it reminds us that we have been told to seek justice (Isa. 1:17) and to care for the orphan and the widow (James 1:27).  We should be doing everything we can to set such captives free.  As Christians, we should be laboring to see justice done in these situations.  Get involved with an organization like the International Justice Mission or go to websites like humantrafficking.org, and find out how to combat this injustice.  Christians are called to fight for those who cannot fight for themselves, and we cannot ignore that call. 

Second, in a more direct way, though none of us are in any sort of master-slave relationship, this text does help us understand how to deal with authority – whether it be submitting to authority or exercising authority.  Paul's main point in this text to both masters and slaves was that they should act a certain way because they understood that they were ultimately under the authority of the Lord.  In the same way, we should act rightly because we understand the same thing.  If you are employed by someone, even though they are not a “master” as Paul understood it, they do have authority over you.  Do your work well, with a sincere heart.  Render service to your employer with a good will, because ultimately you are working for the Lord and not for men.  Wherever the Lord has placed you, keep in mind that He is your ultimate boss, and He is watching you work.  Honor him.  If you employ someone, even though you are not a “master” as Paul understood it, you do still wield authority over others.  Do not lord your authority over them.  Do not threaten them as if they were lesser than you, because God is watching how you handle authority.  If you are a Christian, you are as much under authority as those under you, so treat people rightly and with dignity because your boss is watching you as well.  And you will one day give account.  And there may be some who are in neither of those categories – the retired, the self-employed, the unemployed, stay-at-home moms, etc. - but this text still matters for you because it reminds you that you are under authority.  There are other authorities in place in our lives (the government if nothing else) and we should submit to them because we are ultimately submitting to the Lord.  Moreover, it may be the case that you do have authority over someone in your life and you should exercise that authority rightly because you understand that you are under authority too.  

Finally, this text makes very clear that we all have a Master in heaven who is watching and waiting.  He is watching the way we live, and we can hide nothing from Him.  One day, we will be called to give an account to Him for our lives, and He will render judgment in a totally impartial and just way.  The coming day of judgment should dominate all of our actions.  Ultimately,  one of the main reasons we sin is because we refuse to believe or acknowledge that our Lord is watching.  We ignore that reality because we simply want to sin.  But there will be a day when we stand before the Lord and give account for our lives.  Thankfully, God has provided a sacrifice so that it is possible for us to know what judgment will be rendered on that day.  Knowing that we would never be able to obey His law, God sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to live a perfect life and take the wrath of God on the cross so that whoever confesses their sin and trusts Jesus as their Lord will be forgiven.  For all who have trusted in Christ, the day of judgment will be a glorious moment when we hear “Well done, good and faithful servant” (Luke 19:17).  On that day, we will enter into eternal life because we have “by patience in well-doing [sought] for glory and honor and immortality” (Rom. 2:7).  And do not think that the texts in Scripture that talk about being judged for our works are empty promises.  On that day, those who have trusted Christ will have good works – because they will have Christ's works counted as their own.  His perfection will be their perfection, and God will be just to receive them in.  But for all who have not trusted in Christ, the day of judgment will be a horrific day when you hear “Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels” (Matt. 25:41).  On that day, there will be wrath and fury for you because you were “self-seeking” and did “not obey the truth but obey[ed] unrighteousness” (Rom. 2:8).  And do not think that this is unjust because you will stand before God without Jesus on your side, and you will have sinned by breaking God's law.  And God never lets sin go unpunished, so He will be just to judge you.  But the good news of this day is that the judgment day is not yet here – you still have time, and this time has been given to you so that you might repent (2 Pet. 3:9).  Repent and believe and you will be saved. 

Conclusion

As we close this service, we invite everyone who has repented of their sins and trusted Jesus Christ as their Lord to partake of communion with us.  As you do, remember again that Jesus Christ died to rescue you from the wrath of God on the day of judgment.  Rejoice in that reality.  Praise the Lord, exalt Christ and leave here living a life of service for your Master in heaven.  Amen.  

