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If you ever listened to Simon Mayo’s Confessions on his Radio 2 drive-time show, you may recall that 

from time to time things were mentioned that transgressed current boundaries of health & safety, 

safeguarding, child-rearing norms and general good taste.  Whenever someone mentioned smacking 

children, letting children play unsupervised in the park or wearing purple loon pants, Matt, the sports 

reporter would shout out “Different times!  Different times!”  And that is what we need to shout out loud 

and clear when we read this passage this morning – “Different times!”  Paul is writing here about slaves, 

and appears to be taking it very much for granted that there would be slaves listening to or reading these 

words, yet there is no condemnation of slavery, no call for emancipation, no outrage at such a state of 

affairs.  The context in which Paul was writing was very different from today. 

 

So let’s just get that out of the way first, before we go on to look at exactly what Paul was saying and how 

that might affect us today.  In the first century world in which Paul and his first listeners lived, slavery 

was simply a part of life.  This is how Tom Wright puts it in his comments on these verses: 

“Paul could no more envisage a world without slavery than we can envisage a world without 
electricity.  Most of what the modern world takes for granted – television, computers and a 
million lesser inventions – are impossible without electricity.  And yet for most of human 
history it was unknown.  In the same way, the way Paul’s world worked was through slaves 
taking a vital part in most households except the very poor.  Treatment of slaves, and its legal 
regulation, varied enormously in the ancient world, from country to country and from owner 
to owner.  Many slaves were valued, respected and trusted family members – and many other 
were used and abused in every way imaginable by careless and inhumane masters and 
mistresses.  But they were simply part of the way the world worked.” 
 

If you look in William Barclay’s Daily Study Bible at what he has to say about these verses, you’ll find all 

kind of examples of treatment of slaves, from letters expressing real grief at the death of a slave to 

accounts of arbitrary punishments and even executions.  It’s reckoned that in the first century there were 

probably around 60,000,000 slaves in the Empire, and even some doctors, teachers and the closest 

advisors and secretaries to the Emperors were slaves. 

 

But once again, as with the way in which Paul treats the relationships between husbands and wives, and 

between children and parents, he is taking a very different approach to all this.  Paul’s thinking here is 

distinctive and counter-cultural.  You see, even those people who treated their slaves humanely and with 

some kind of thoughtfulness still saw them as property and as part of the equipment.  Most people would 

have gone along with Aristotle’s view of slaves as simply “living tools”.  Paul regards them as human 

beings, created and redeemed by God, part of the body of Christ, so along with all the others who heard 



these words, “In It Together” and subject to what he has said in 5:21 – “Submit to one another out of 

reverence for Christ.” 

 

You see, the congregation who sat round in the little meeting place in Ephesus, worshipping God together 

on the first day of the week and eagerly listening to Tychicus reading out Paul’s letter to them from 

Rome, would have included slaves and masters.  They had all come to believe in Jesus as the Messiah and 

sat there in church on an equal footing before God.  Paul makes that clear in Galatians 3:28 – “There is 

neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  And in a 

very short letter which we have in our New Testament, Paul writes to a friend of his (called Philemon), 

whose slave, Onesimus (also a believer), has fled, asking Philemon to take him back: but this what he 

writes to him: “Perhaps the reason that he was separated from you for a little while was that you might 

have him back for good – no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother.  He is very dear 

to me, but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord” (Philemon 15,16). 

 

So here we have more instruction from Paul to these new believers in Ephesus and the surrounding 

churches about how to put into practice their new-found faith in Jesus in a way that is distinctive, that 

does not simply go along with all that is happening in the society around them – a way of demonstrating 

that this faith makes a world-changing difference.  And this advice to slaves and masters can today be 

heard by employees and employers.  These are things we need to take note of if we are to live out our 

faith in the everyday situations in which we find ourselves. 

 

Slaves are told to live out their Christian commitment through their work.  For some of us work is a 

thoroughly fulfilling and satisfying way of using our gifts and abilities and we enjoy it as we do it.  For 

others work is a necessary drudge that needs to be undergone in order to fund our daily lives and the 

lifestyles we have either chosen or been forced into.  But Paul is saying that it should in some way reflect 

our attitude to God.  The quality of the work you do should be an expression of your commitment to God.  

You want to do the very best for him, so you do your work in a way that – however complex, exciting and 

stimulating; or mundane, repetitive and boring it may be – is a form almost of worship to God.  You are 

offering him your best.  There should be a direct link between what you believe and how you do your 

work. 

 

When we lived in London I was on the governing body of a local primary school.  The headteacher was a 

secular Jew with no time for religion in general and a very antagonistic view of Christianity in particular.  

Yet he was always appointing Christian teachers – there were at least three who went to our church.  

These Christian teachers made no secret of their beliefs and were quite happy to share their faith with him 

when they got an opportunity.  I once asked him why he kept on hiring Christians when they seemed to 



go against everything he stood for and he replied that he appointed them because he knew that if they 

were Christians they would, in his experience, be good, reliable and hard workers.  Would that could be 

said of all Christians! 

 

Paul points out that Christian slaves are not to work just to catch the eye of the master, working hard only 

when someone’s watching.  In fact, he coins two new words to express what he means here – one is 

anthropareskos: a “man-pleaser” (as opposed to a theareskos – a “God-pleaser”), and the other is 

ophthalmodoulia: “eye-service”, working only when someone’s got their eye on you.  No, he says: work 

as well as you possibly can at all times, because you are ultimately working for God, doing your very best 

for him in every situation, including your work.  Don’t just think of the contract you’re writing or the 

component you’re making or the dress you’re sewing or the child you’re trying to get through the exam – 

look at the greater picture, the contribution you are making to God’s world. 

 

In his book Built As A City David Sheppard, one-time Bishop of Liverpool, tells the story of a man who 

was watching the work going into the building of a cathedral.  He asked three stone-masons what they 

were doing.  The first one replied that he was chopping stuff of a lump of rock.  The second one said he 

was making a carving out of a piece of stone.  The third one said, “I’m building a cathedral to the glory of 

God”.  That’s the kind of attitude that Paul is encouraging here.  Look at the bigger picture.  See what you 

are doing as working with and for God for the greater good of all, and so do it to the very best of your 

ability as if it were just for him. 

 

But now comes the mutuality which we have already seen Paul bring to bear on other relationships.  This 

is not a totally one-sided relationship, with the master behaving with arbitrary disregard for his “living 

tool”.  This is all about how one human being relates to and treats another human being – especially (but 

not only) in the context where they might both be followers of Jesus.  Paul has told the slaves about their 

attitude to their work and their attitude to their bosses, whom they are to treat with respect and honour.  

Then he says to the masters, “treat your slaves in the same way”.  Now that is something new, something 

dramatically counter-cultural, something that would have made the ears of both masters and slaves prick 

up. 

 

Treat your slaves – your employees, today – with respect and compassion.  Treat them as equals!  This is 

part of your Christian duty.  This is one of the ways in which you can witness to the transformation that is 

taking place in your life.  And remember, masters, as Paul makes clear elsewhere, the more responsibility 

you have, the more will be expected of you.  Today, of course, the legislation to do with employment is 

far, far more humane than anything that was ever framed to deal with slavery, but – even though it can 

sometimes seem unnecessarily complex and employee-centred than some would like – God still calls you 



to go beyond the mere letter of the law and show real consideration for those who work for you.  

Encourage them.  Compliment them.  Build them up.  Show you care for them as fellow human beings, 

not taking advantage of them, especially if they are fellow believers.  Remember that God looks on all of 

us in the same way, whatever our role, whatever our station in life.  We all stand on the level ground at 

the foot of the cross. 

 

For both slaves and masters, employees and employers, your attitude to work and to workers should say 

something about what you believe.  There should be something distinctive – in work as in the home and 

family – about how the followers of Jesus live out their lives day by day.  Can people see by the care you 

put into your work, by the conscientious attitude you have to your job, by the way you treat your 

colleagues and your bosses and your employees, by the integrity that you demonstrate in your workplace 

situation, that Jesus is making a difference to your life?  [If you want to explore all this further, the LICC 

has a lot of great material you can find on-line (or have a word with me at some point).] 

 

But this is another of Paul’s instructions about the down-to-earth practicalities of living as followers of 

Jesus in a broken and malfunctioning world, a world that is not as God intended it.  It’s part of his way of 

insisting that our faith has to make a recognisable difference in the way we approach life, an attractively, 

Christianly, distinctive difference.  But we need a lot of help with that and we need also to recognise just 

why things are as they are around us.  So Paul goes on to look at the deeper issues here and the rest of this 

letter explodes with his teaching about the underlying spiritual forces at work.  We’re going to take a few 

weeks off from Ephesians as we celebrate Easter and hear from one or two other people on Sundays, but 

you might like to have a look at the rest of chapter six over the next couple of weeks and start praying that 

God will really speak to us through this last section. 
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Paul is writing here about slaves, and appears to be taking it very much for granted that there would be 
slaves listening to or reading these words, yet there is no condemnation of slavery, no call for 
emancipation, no outrage at such a state of affairs.  The context in which Paul was writing was very 
different from today. “Paul could no more envisage a world without slavery than we can envisage a 
world without electricity … they were simply part of the way the world worked.”  It’s reckoned that in 
the first century there were probably around 60,000,000 slaves in the Empire, and even some doctors, 
teachers and the closest advisors and secretaries to the Emperors were slaves. 
 
But Paul’s thinking here is distinctive and counter-cultural.  Most people would have gone along with 
Aristotle’s view of slaves as simply “living tools”.  Paul regards them as human beings, created and 
redeemed by God, part of the body of Christ.  Look at Galatians 3:28 and Philemon 15,16. 
 
Slaves are told to live out their Christian commitment through their work.  Paul is saying that it should 
in some way reflect our attitude to God.  The quality of the work you do should be an expression of your 
commitment to God.  You want to do the very best for him, so you do your work in a way that – 
however complex, exciting and stimulating; or mundane, repetitive and boring it may be – is a form 
almost of worship to God.  You are offering him your best.  There should be a direct link between what 
you believe and how you do your work.  See what you are doing as working with and for God for the 
greater good of all, and so do it to the very best of your ability as if it were just for him. 
 
This is not a totally one-sided relationship, with the master behaving with arbitrary disregard for his 
“living tool”.  This is all about how one human being relates to and treats another human being – 
especially (but not only) in the context where they might both be followers of Jesus.  Paul has told the 
slaves about their attitude to their work and their attitude to their bosses, whom they are to treat with 
respect and honour.  Then he says to the masters, “treat your slaves in the same way”.  Now that is 
something new, something dramatically counter-cultural, something that would have made the ears of 
both masters and slaves prick up. 
 
Treat your slaves – your employees, today – with respect and compassion.  Treat them as equals!  This 
is part of your Christian duty.  This is one of the ways in which you can witness to the transformation 
that is taking place in your life.  And remember, masters, as Paul makes clear elsewhere, the more 
responsibility you have, the more will be expected of you.  Remember that God looks on all of us in the 
same way, whatever our role, whatever our station in life.  We all stand on the level ground at the foot 
of the cross. 
 
For both slaves and masters, employees and employers, your attitude to work and to workers should say 
something about what you believe.  There should be something distinctive – in work as in the home and 
family – about how the followers of Jesus live out their lives day by day. 
 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
 

1) Do you think Paul should have been more vocal in his condemnation of slavery?  How can we make 
our voices heard today in the debate over modern slavery? 

 
2) Isn’t Paul just maintaining the status quo in his instructions to slaves?  Why should they obey their 

masters? 
 
3) How can we “serve wholeheartedly” in our jobs today?  If a job is boring, isn’t it boring whoever you 

are doing it for? 
 
4) How might Paul’s instructions to masters be best put into practice today? 
 



5) What might be distinctive about the way Christian workers and bosses relate to each other today? 


