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INTRODUCTION 

 
Work is the thing that takes up the largest percentage of our lives.  Most of our childhood is 
spent in school preparing ourselves for our work.  Most of our daylight hours are taken up 

with working.  Most of our adult life is spent, working.  Many spend more time engaging 
with their work colleagues than they do with their spouses and families.  Many have stopped 
and thought about this and have sought a dramatic change, some want to see more robots 

doing more jobs so that we as humans can enjoy our lives more; some have sought to 
reinvent the work week to less days; some have suggested more work from home; many 
have encouraged others to change jobs until you find the one that fits.  God is a worker who 
made us in His image to work.  And the Bible has much to say about the matter.   

 
Despite the millions of people who may be working in difficult situations around the world, 
the Bible teaches us that work is good.  Despite the many evils done in the workplace work 

itself is a gift of God.  In the beginning God made mankind and put them in the garden and 
they were given jobs.  We were put on this earth to take the unformed creation with all of 
it’s God given potential and shape it into a culture and society that glorifies God.  The life of 

man before sin entered into the work was to be regulated by work and worship.  Work has 
been affected by the fall but did not come into existence at the fall.  Why has God made us 
to be workers?  Based on the fact that we are made in His image we can guess that because 

He delights in work that He made us to delight in it.  After He created in the 6 days of 
Creation we hear God’s commendation ‘it is good/very good.’  He takes joy in what He has 
made and seeks for us to know this joy.  There may be other reasons as well.  I suspect 

that the whole idea of mankind being given a world to develop through His work in 
obedience to God, which would have resulted in Adam being given access to the tree of life 
and entering into God’s rest, speaks to us of the gospel.  Like marriage I think that there is 

a picture of the gospel.  After all we are saved by someone’s work, the obedience of Christ 
on our behalf.   
 

The Bible teaches us that as a result of sin we will now have to work by the sweat of our 
brows, that our labours will be met with difficulty.  However, although work cannot function 
in the exact way that it did in Eden as part of a covenant of works that will result in man 

earning a place in God’s rest, it does still endure as the pattern of human life.  Our lives are 
to be lived according to a rhythm of work and worship.  The Bible condemns laziness and 
those who refuse to work.  Ephesians 4:28, ‘Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him 

labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with 
anyone in need.’  1 Thess. 4:11-12, ‘and to aspire to live quietly, and to mind your own 
affairs, and to work with your hands, as we instructed you, 12 so that you may walk properly 

before outsiders and be dependent on no one.’  2 Thess. 3:6-12, ‘Now we command you, 
brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from any brother who is 
walking in idleness and not in accord with the tradition that you received from us. 7 For you 
yourselves know how you ought to imitate us, because we were not idle when we were with 

you, 8 nor did we eat anyone’s bread without paying for it, but with toil and labor we worked 
night and day, that we might not be a burden to any of you. 9 It was not because we do not 
have that right, but to give you in ourselves an example to imitate. 10 For even when we 



were with you, we would give you this command: If anyone is not willing to work, let him 
not eat. 11 For we hear that some among you walk in idleness, not busy at work, but 

busybodies. 12 Now such persons we command and encourage in the Lord Jesus Christ to do 
their work quietly and to earn their own living.’   
 

We have spoken in the past about how the gospel returns us to this high calling and puts 
working in the place of stealing and that in order to be generous; and industry in the place 
of laziness.  We come now to a section that outlines many other useful principles that have 

shaped the Christian work ethic over the ages, Ephesians 6:5-9.  We have dealt with the 
elephant in the room, the whole issue of slavery.  But now that we have got that out of the 
way that it will not constantly trigger us as we read this portion, we can now see that there 

are many things that Paul is saying that are useful for us as we go about our work.  
Historically many have approached these sections recognizing that the slave/master 
relationship and the principles that Paul applies relate directly to the employee/employer 

relationship.  So as we go through this section we will look at the principles for employees 
and employers 
 
Employees 

 
6:5, ‘Bondservants, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, with a sincere heart, 
as you would Christ.’  Taking the relationship of slave to master out of the picture we are 

left with some principles.  Although slavery itself is evil there is a sliver of truth in the 
institution from which we can derive principles.  When we enter into an employee/employer 
contract our employers have a part in our labor, they enter into an agreement where we 

agree to render our services for reward.  They are entitled to it and we are obligated to give 
it on the basis of that agreement.  Slavery has a part of this reality but also adds the owning 
and mistreating of people into the mix.   

 
Firstly, we go about our work fearfully.  Paul in the first place addresses the heart and our 
attitudes.  So before we engage with Paul’s teaching, just think with me about some of the 

typical attitudes around work.  Today we see attitudes of entitlement, there is no 
recognition that I am obligated to render my services and companies have to be all about 
the employee and become a type of Savior that provides mental health support, etc.  I am 

seeing a lot of people expect from their jobs what they should be getting from being part of 
a community in the Church.  Today we see attitudes of discontent and grumbling.  We see 
attitudes of laziness and work portrayed as a necessary evil not a high calling.  With some of 

those attitudes in mind listen to Paul.   
 
When Paul says to obey with fear and trembling Paul is not encouraging slaves to live in the 

fear of their lives and to serve out of a servile attitude of cowardice.  No, the fear and 
trembling is something directed towards God not the master.  We know this because Paul 
speaking about the same issues in slightly different words says in Col. 3:22, ‘Bondservants, 

obey in everything those who are your earthly masters, not by way of eye-service, as 
people-pleasers, but with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord.’  ‘Fearing the Lord’ is the 
equivalent to ‘with fear and trembling.’  What is the fear of God?  This is a typical way of 

speaking about our faith and living before God, but what does it mean?  It means live as if 
God is real.  How should you act in the throneroom of the King of the universe?  How should 
you act before the One who cannot look upon evil with approval?  How should you live 
before the One who knows the thoughts of your hearts and who sees every deed done in 

secret?  We summarize our response as living in the fear of the Lord.  It speaks of reverence 
and humility, but it also acknowledges who the boss is, and the reality of the holiness and 
justice of our God.  Paul is saying to these slaves that their daily tasks are part of their 



worship of God and so should be done accordingly.  This is not an attempt to use religion to 
hold up slavery but a reminder that all things are to be done for the glory of God.  

 
But what is important to realize about Paul’s call for fear is that it is calling upon the slave to 
render their service in the first place to God.  When you go to work you are working in the 

first place for God.  How should such a perspective impact how we work?  The rest of what 
Paul says spells out what that means. 
 

Secondly, ‘with a sincere heart.’  Sincerity of heart means, singleness of heart.  Vernon 
McGee says, it ‘means there should not be any taint of duplicity. There should be no two-
facedness. There should not be the licking of the boots of the employer when he is around 

and then stabbing him in the back when he is away. Such action should never be in the life 
of a Christian. (McGee, J V: Thru the Bible Commentary: Thomas Nelson).  Another 
commentary says, ‘not in formality, pretence, or hypocrisy, but in inward reality and 

sincerity, and with an undivided heart.”  In a word it means, integrity.  Have you ever faked 
working hard when you are slacking off?   
 
Paul adds, ‘as you would Christ.’  Paul is not asking these Christian slaves to submit 

themselves to injustice or sin, but to their proper duties.  These words here remind us that if 
our employers ever ask us to sin, we can ask ourselves, would we ever do this for Christ?  
And if not then you know not to do it.  But Paul is here calling upon Christian workers to 

turn their work into worship, to direct their efforts as an offering to Christ.  It was this 
attitude that revolutionized the idea of calling.  The medieval Christians believed that calling 
was to become a monk, Paul is telling us that we can direct our service in even the most 

mundane task to Christ.  All four verses that address slaves orient our service to God in this 
way.  John Stott puts it this way: ‘“It is possible 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 

honoured 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. Can the same be said in relation to the masses of industrial 
workers with tedious routine machine-minding to do, and to miners who have to work 
underground? Surely yes.”1 

 
Thirdly, we are to work conscientiously, v6, ‘not by the way of eye-service, as people-
pleasers, but as bondservants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart.’  Doing the 

minimum amount required, only working while people are watching otherwise you are 
slacking off on social media, when the boss is away the employees play, only doing a good 
job when someone is looking over your shoulder.  Paul asks these slaves not to see 

themselves as the bondservants of their particular masters but instead as bondservants of 
Christ.  If Christ were our boss, how would we work for Him?  If Christ asked us to do a task 
would we give minimum effort or maximum effort?  Because we love Christ, because we see 

Christ as the Lord over us, the way we would do our tasks would reflect that.  Paul is asking 
that everything we do in life be done as if for Christ.  Do your job as if you were doing the 
will of God because it is the will of God that you work.  And do your job from the heart not 

merely to be seen because you are doing it for God.     
 
It is these attitudes that make Christians honest workers because they recognize that God 
sees everything.  It is these attitudes that make Christians hard workers because they want 
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to do their utmost for God.  It is these attitudes which produce consistent workers because 
God is always present.   

 
Fourthly, we are to work cheerfully, v7, ‘rendering service with a good will as to the Lord 
and not to man.’  When we are called upon to do a task, what is our default reaction?  Why 

me?  Why can’t my brother do it? But I did it last time?  But it was good enough the first 
time why should I redo it? No one’s going to see that mistake just leave it!  Paul knows that 
our hearts are lazy and full of excuses and so calls upon us to render our service with a 

good will.  That word comes from the Greek ‘eunoia’ which is made up of two Greek words, 
‘eu’ which means good and ‘nous’ which means mind.  This word means to do things with a 
good attitude, with eagerness and not under compulsion, freely and not manipulated.  No 

grumbling, no complaining, no foot-dragging, no half-heartedness, but with willingness.   
 
How does one work this way, even when you are a slave?  V8, ‘knowing that whatever good 

anyone does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether he is a bondservant or is 
free.’  In this life we may serve masters that are cruel and unfair, but every true deed 
rendered with a good heart, done as to the Lord as an act of worship, seeking to honor Him 
in all we do, will receive reward.  God is faithful in payment, He not only sees our deeds, He 

compensates them for more than they are worth.  None are missed in the reckoning and all 
are brought into consideration and rewarded.  If we are faithful in little He will repay.  The 
astounding truth is that slaves are able to put diamonds in their heavenly crowns through 

the lowly services of a slave.  The Lord weighs our deeds according to our ability and our 
circumstances and so a slave can technically gain a greater reward than a free man because 
of his diligence.  Crooked governments, corrupt bosses, bad economic situations do not 

affect what the Lord will finally give to those who work for Him.  
 
Paul is calling upon us to walk by faith, to live before the invisible God, to render all to Him 

as for Him, and to live expecting that He sees and rewards all.  This will not only improve 
how we work, but the attitude of our work, and will even enable us to endure ill in our work.   
 

Employers 
 
You will often find that Paul seeks to level the playing fields.  1 Cor. 7:22, ‘For he who was 

called in the Lord as a bondservant is a freedman of the Lord. Likewise he who was free 
when called is a bondservant of Christ.’  He encourages slaves to consider their place in 
Christ as see themselves as Christ’s freemen; but those who are free He reminds not to be 

proud but to see themselves as Christ’s slaves.  James does the same in James 1:9-10, ‘Let 
the lowly brother boast in his exaltation, 10 and the rich in his humiliation, because like a 
flower of the grass he will pass away.’  poor people have a tendency to fixate on their lowly 

condition and forget their exaltation to royalty and adoption in Christ; the rich can tend to 
fixate on their earthly advantages and forget they too are hell deserving sinners who must 
humble themselves before God as having nothing and needing Christ.  Paul’s words to the 

masters have this levelling effect.  V9, ‘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.’  As we have said before Paul’s words are subversive.  Not 

only does Paul address the slaves which no one would take the time to do, signaling their 
inclusion in the family of God and that they matter.  Paul also speaks in public, to the 
masters, whose slaves are listening in, that they are not a law unto themselves but are 
bound by Christian duty to regard their slaves and treat them well.  The words of Paul are 

radical, because the Roman father had supreme rule in his house and over his slaves.  He 
could whip, confine or even kill them without interference.   
 



Paul we have said speaks tersely but profoundly.  Firstly, notice that says, ‘do the same to 
them.’  All the relationships of these Christians fall under the umbrella of Eph. 5:21 where all 

are to mutually submit themselves to each other out of a fear of Christ. This overturns 
power relations.  But Paul has also just called upon the slaves to serve in a God-pleasing 
way, doing God’s will from the heart, rendering service with a good will, as for heavenly 

reward at God’s approval.  Masters are called upon to have these same attitudes.  There is 
no double standard where all the effort is on one side, masters too have obligations.  This 
application of equality on both sides of the relationship is subversive.  Power corrupts and 

absolute power corrupts absolutely is a well-known phrase.  Paul recognizes this and has no 
hesitation in checking power.  Might does not make right, authority does not mean 
superiority.  All Christians owe one another the debt of love and so Paul shows that all are 

bound by the same principles.  Do you expect your employees to do the best they can, then 
return the favor and do the best that you can in your position for them.  Since you are in 
authority and have more resources this might even mean that you do more for them than 

they would for you.  Be prompt in paying them, be willing to fulfil requests, be generous in 
rewarding them, be thoughtful in serving them, be cheerful in leading them.    
 
Secondly, notice how Paul tells the masters not to threaten, with the obvious implication 

that they should refrain from physical abuse.  Slaves were notorious footdraggers so threats 
were commonly employed, Paul tells these masters to be different, to put away violence and 
threats.  Those in charge hold the reigns of authority and control the flow of information.  

They can easily abuse a situation for their benefit and another’s loss.  The implication of 
loving your employees is that you do not use any form of threats to coerce them, or use 
your position to take advantage of people.  Today we could speak about bosses taking 

advantage of subordinates in a sexual way, or the workplace putting pressure on people to 
get vaccinated.  There are ways to use power that violate a person’s freedom and those in 
authority must self-regulate.  What sort of tone of voice should a boss have with his 

employees?  What sort of tone should he take when he has to discipline someone who is 
wrong?  How should he respond to someone who disagrees with his instructions or unfair 
criticism?  As Christians all our responses should be shaped by our regard for God.    

 
Thirdly, notice that Paul motivates this by reminding the masters that they are not laws unto 
themselves but must give an account to God.  Contrary to Roman policy on slaves you 

cannot do what you like with another person who according to Roman law happens to be 
your property, God will judge you.  How will He judge you?  Were you merciful, just, love 
your neighbor as yourself, go the second mile, respect someone for whom Christ died, etc.  

slaves are encouraged to live in light of judgement recognizing that God will reward.  Those 
in power likewise must live with this in mind remembering that with more authority comes 
more accountability and responsibility.  

  
Added to this to bring more clarity Col. 3:4 says, ‘Masters, treat your bondservants justly 
and fairly, knowing that you also have a Master in heaven.’  Paul commands the masters to 

treat their slaves with justice and fairness.  Roman citizens were accorded such privileges, 
Paul is calling upon masters to accord these things to their slaves.  Christians have 
influenced the work place so that many improvements have been made in things like pay, 

working conditions, safety, child labor, Christians have been at the forefront of many of 
these improvements, and many of the things they did flow from the principles in these 
verses.  Many are quick to throw the baby out with the bath water and steer away from 
these verses, but they equip us well to know how to act in the work place and give glory to 

God whether we are employees or employers.   
 
                          


