
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study The Problem 
With Work. Work is not part of the fall but a part of God’s original creation. The thorns 
and thistles are part of the fall. The futility of work—which we see spelled out in 
Ecclesiastes is overturned through the redemption we have in Christ. He gives our work 
meaning.  
Introduction: Ephesians is about God redeeming a broken people in a broken world. 
The first three chapters outline the work of God in redeeming sinful humanity. The last 
three chapters Paul outlines how the gospel impacts every bit of our lives. So it isn’t 
surprising that we see that the gospel impacts every institution—including that of 
slavery.  
When we read this text we have to be careful not to read into it the damnable practice of 
chattel slavery of England and early America. It was a different type of abysmal 
practice. There were four things in the Roman world that marked the difference between 
a freed person and a slave. A free person could represent themselves in court. Free 
people couldn’t just have their property seized, slaves could. Free people could own 
their own living however they desired, slaves had to do what the owner asked. Free 
people could live where they wished but slaves had to live where their owner desired. 
All this means that if you clock out, have an opportunity for promotions, are able to quit 
your job and find another one, get to keep your stuff, and at the end of the day really are 
your own person then your experience of work is little to nothing like first century 
slavery. So we cannot fully apply the words of slavery in Ephesians 6:5-9 to our present 
work environments. But the truth is, if Paul could say what he did with such an institution 
as this then certainly it would apply to our work. So, yes, the gospel shapes our work.  
 

1. The gospel calls us to work as if work matters 
 
There is likely a bit of a play on words here with Paul’s admonition to obey your earthly 
masters with fear and trembling. Fear was what they used to get the slaves to work 
hard. But this is a different type of fear and trembling than the shaking in your boots 
type of terror and fear. That is the fear of punishment which the masters would often 
evoke to get their subjects to do what they wanted. It was the fear of the whip. But we 
see from the Scriptures that perfect love drives out such fear. This fear and trembling is 
different.  
 
The phrase expresses a desire to not come short of the discharge of one's duty. This is 
not so much a dread of the master, but reflective of a genuine respect for the master's 
authority and consequently a desire to leave no duty undone. So really this is saying 
work like it matters. You want to work as hard as you possibly can for your employer. 
Do the best job you can. And even though your boss might be a brother or sister in 
Christ realize that he is still your boss. Respect him/her as such. Respect your bosses 
authority and position. 
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Work is not part of the fall. Work was present in Creation. It’s the thorns and the thistles 
which are rancid fruits of our rebellion. Therefore, when we work like it matters we are 
reflecting the good intention of our Creator. We are modelling our redemption instead of 
living in rebellion. 
 

2. The gospel calls us to work honestly and diligently 
To work with a sincere heart means to not be duplicitous in our work. It means to have 
undivided attention—a singularity of focus. There should not be hypocrisy or a division 
of loyalty in the way we work. Cutting corners and just doing the bare minimum is a 
reflection of rebellion instead of redemption. This is what Paul means when he speaks 
of working “not by way of eye-service” or “not as people pleasers”. I love how J. Vernon 
McGee puts this, “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.”  
If you think about it from this context, slaves might have had a greater temptation to do 
this than workers in our day. They had nothing to gain by being good workers. All they 
really had to do was impress the master—make sure he was pleased and they’d get 
their food and shelter and not get beat. But Paul raises the bar. He puts them as 
working always before the Lord. He is watching. You are serving Him. And so work the 
same when the boss is present and when he is away.  
 
It has been said there are three kinds of workers. For example, when a piano is to be 
moved, the first kind gets behind and pushes, the second pulls and guides, and the third 
grabs the piano stool. Christians shouldn’t be the ones who grab the piano stool.  
 

3. The gospel takes the futility out of work 
 
Ephesians shows us how God is redeeming everything—even work. The gospel has set 
in motion God’s redemption of everything. This includes turning futility on its head and 
restoring to us joy and meaning in our work. Only the gospel can truly do this. Apart 
from gospel motivation we’ll either be idolaters in our work or we’ll be sluggards. 
This is why John Stott says what he does about work: 

Our great need is the clear-sightedness to see Jesus Christ and to set him before 
us. 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. The presence of Christ in 
the mine or factory is certainly no excuse for bad conditions. On the contrary, it 
should be a spur to improving them. At the same time, their situation is not nearly 
as bad as slavery in the Roman Empire, so that if the work of Christian slaves 
could be transformed by doing it as to the Lord, the same must be true of 
Christian miners, factory workers, dustmen, road sweepers and public lavatory 
attendants.” 

Conclusion:  
The gospel puts work in its proper place. It humbles the successful, it redirects the 
ambitious, it motivates the lazy, and it encourages the weary. One of the greatest fruits 
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of the Protestant Reformation is the breakdown between secular and spiritual. Luther 
believed as Abraham Kuyper would say many years later, there was not one square 
inch of a Christian that did not belong to Christ. Luther here speaks of the impact the 
gospel has on vocation: 

What then does Christian faith say to this? It opens its eyes, looks upon all these 
insignificant, distasteful, and despised duties in the Spirit, and is aware that they 
are all adorned with divine approval as with the costliest gold and jewels.  
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