
Cape Bible Chapel                         December 4, 2016 

  
Weighty Words for Workers 
 
Eric C. Coher 
 

Ephesians 6:5-9 
 

Our text this morning is again an application of mutual submission (relational harmony) found in 

Ephesians 5:21. There, Paul called us as believers to “Submit to one another out of reverence for 

Christ.” Let’s turn our attention to our text for this morning. Paul, writing under the inspiration of the 

Holy Spirit, pens the following words: 

 

Bondservants, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, with a sincere heart, as you 

would Christ, not by the way of eye-service, as people-pleasers, but as bondservants of Christ, 

doing the will of God from the heart, rendering 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 bondservant or is free. 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.  

Ephesians 6:5–9 

 

The average slave in New Testament times was not subject to the extreme exploitation that later 

slaves endured. This isn’t to say that some slaves didn’t suffer terribly at the hands of their owners – 

they most certainly did. But by the time of the Christian era and the writing of the New Testament, 

striking transformation had begun to take place that vastly improved both the view and the treatment 

of slaves. Some masters treated their slaves very poorly while others treated them with kindness, 

dignity, and value. While it was common for masters to grant their slaves freedom after a period of 

time, many didn’t take this road because it often meant a lower standard of living than they presently 

enjoyed. As a matter of fact, some individuals sold themselves into slavery in an attempt to move up 

the social ladder. When we understand what slavery looked like in the first century, it helps us 

understand the parallels between the relationships of slaves and masters and twentieth century 

employees and employers.     

 

It’s important to note that Paul isn’t answering the question concerning the legitimacy or illegitimacy 

of slavery. Slavery was a part of the social and economic fabric of the ancient world. If we expect 

Paul to condemn slavery, which he doesn’t do (neither does he condone it), we will miss the point of 

his teaching. The point of Paul’s teaching in our text this morning has to do with the nature of a 

Christian’s work, not the legitimacy of slavery. 

 

Paul took the social structure as he found it and endeavored, by peaceful means, to change it into its 

opposite. His rule amounted to this: Let the slave wholeheartedly obey his master, and let the master 



be kind to his slave. [If this was carried out] the ill-will, dishonesty, and laziness of the slave would 

be replaced by willing service, integrity, and industry. [Likewise], the cruelty and brutality of the 

master [would be replaced] by his considerateness and love.1  

 

Here is a question to consider: does your relationship with Christ affect the way you work? In light of 

our relationship with Christ, what are the responsibilities of a Christian servants (workers) to their 

master (employer)? Or we might say, what does an employee owe an employer? 

 

I. AS CHRISTIANS, WE SHOULD SEEK TO SERVE OUR EARTHLY MASTERS WITH RESPECT AND 

SINCERITY (v.5) 

Bondservants, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, with a sincere heart, as you 

would Christ,  

 

Paul says, “Bondservants, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, with a sincere heart, as 

you would Christ…” The word bondservant is the Greek word, (douvloß) doulos. It’s a common word 

in the New Testament. Paul used it often – even often of himself (cf. Romans 1:1, Galatians 1:10, 

Philemon 1:1, Titus 1:1). The word doulos speaks of either a literal or figurative, voluntary or 

involuntary, servant. In its simplest sense, it means someone who is in subjection to or under the 

authority of another.   

 

What are Paul’s instructions to those who are under the authority of another? He says, “Obey your 

earthly masters with fear and trembling…” This is simply another expression of Ephesians 5:21, 

“Submit to one anther out of reverence for Christ.” Each one of us is under the authority of someone 

over us. And even if you don’t have an earthly boss or manager, you have a Heavenly Boss and 

Manager. Authority and submission were created by God and are good - it facilitates a healthy order 

and structure. As it pertains to the workplace, Paul tells us to obey those in authority over us. It’s the 

employer’s job to determine what must be done and, in many cases, how that job should be carried 

out; and it’s the employee’s job to gladly obey his employer. So long as my employer doesn’t ask me 

to violate the revealed Word of God, they have purchased my time while I’m on the clock and, 

therefore, I am to be an obedient, submissive employee. And we must remember that obedience is 

as much a heart attitude as it is an outward demonstration of submissiveness. In other words, we 

should have a heart that is joyfully obedient, not begrudgingly obedient.    

 

Paul goes on to say that we are to relate to our employer or those in a position of authority over us, 

with “fear and trembling”. Perhaps this might better be called “reverence and respect”. Just as 

children are to obey and honor (respect) their parents (v.1-3), so we are to obey and honor (respect) 

our earthly masters (employer or boss). Two weeks ago, I suggested that our young people study their 

parents and look for ways that they could honor them; I think the same applies to our employers. 
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Look for ways you can respect and honor your employer with hard, diligent, enthusiastic, thankful 

work.  

 

Undoubtedly, some Christian slaves had non-Christian masters just as sure as some of us have non-

Christian employers. The temptation when confronted with a harsh master is to rebel. Friends, let me 

remind us that one of the greatest ways we can tarnish our gospel witness is to be disrespectful to 

those in positions of authority over us. The other side of the equation can be challenging as well. 

Some slaves in Paul’s day, like some of us today, had Christian masters. The temptation here, far 

from blatant ill repute and disrespect, is to treat our master as an equal. This slave or employee might 

falsely presume that because he and his master are on equal ground spiritually that the slave wasn’t 

required to work as diligently or could exercise a lethargy that other slaves who weren’t believers 

were not afforded. Paul instructed Timothy, “Let all who are under a yoke as bondservants regard 

their own masters as worthy of all honor, so that the name of God and the teaching may not be 

reviled. Those who have believing masters must not be disrespectful on the grounds that they are 

brothers; rather, they must serve all the better since those who benefit by their good service are 

believers and beloved. Teach and urge these things” 1 Timothy 6:1-2.  

 

Not only are we called to obey our earthly masters with fear and trembling, but we are called to do 

so with “sincerity of heart”. The word sincerity is an interesting word. Let me give it some color for 

you. The word “sincerity” comes form two Latin words: sine (without) + cera (wax) = without wax. In 

the ancient world, where pottery was an important industry, dishonest potters would cover up cracks 

or flaws in their pottery by filling them with wax. Some of these craftsmen were so good at hiding 

imperfections that the casual shopper would purchase a piece of defective pottery and be completely 

unaware. But even the best cover up could be seen if the defective pottery was held up to the light. 

The wax would glisten under the light and expose the true nature of the piece of pottery. As a result 

of this practice, good pottery was often stamped with the words sine cera (without wax).  

 

You see, sincerity has to do with integrity and that is reflected in the particular Greek word that Paul 

uses here, (aJplo/thß) haplotes. It carries the idea of singleness, simplicity, honesty, and integrity. 

Paul is saying that we should work with "singleness of heart". In other words, we should devote our 

full attention and energy to our work. If you can remember back to our study of Ephesians 4:28, Paul 

said, “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.” I mentioned that there are many ways 

we can steal even if we would never take a physical object that doesn't belong to us. When we don't 

work hard, giving our full attention and energy to our employer, we are actually stealing their time. 

When I'm on the clock, my employer owns me. He has purchased me for a particular task(s), for a 

particular amount of time, and he is right to expect my diligent work. Sincerity of heart suggests that 

we should not hold back from our employer but should pour ourselves out liberally in honest service.   

 



What is the key to singleness of heart in your work? Let me suggest that the key to singleness of heart 

is fixing your eyes of Christ (cf. Hebrews 12:2). Notice Paul says, “Bondservants, obey your earthly 

masters…as you would Christ.” When you have your eyes fixed on Christ you’re encouraged to do 

your best, even if your circumstances are less than desirable.  When your eyes are fixed on Christ, 

you’re less tempted to grumble and complain, to become apathetic and less than productive. When 

your eyes are fixed on Christ, you’ll begin to see even the most menial and mundane tasks at work as 

an opportunity to display the worth of Christ to a watching world. As Christians, we should seek to 

serve our earthly masters with respect and sincerity.  

 

 

II. AS CHRISTIANS, WE SHOULD SEEK TO SERVE OUR EARTHLY MASTERS CONSCIENTIOUSLY 

(v.6) 

not by the way of eye-service, as people-pleasers, but as bondservants of Christ, doing the will of 

God from the heart,  

 

Paul further elaborates the call for slaves to obey their masters, first negatively, “not by way of eye-

service, as people-pleasers”, then positively, “but as bondservants of Christ, doing the will of God 

from the heart”. It’s quite possible that Paul coined the word “eye-service”.2 It isn’t found before his 

writings. It’s a compound word in the Greek from the words ofqalmoß (eye) + douvloß (serve).  

What Paul is forbidding here is service or work performed only under the boss’ eyes. He is putting 

his finger on the tendency that we all have to work hard only when the boss is watching. But we 

must never forget that our ultimate Boss is always watching. The writer of Hebrews reminds us, “No 

creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must 

give account” Hebrews 4:13.  

 

As followers of Christ, we are called to work hard and do what’s right even when nobody seems to 

be watching. We call this integrity. The real measure of a person isn’t displayed when all eyes are on 

them – for we all work hard when we are being watched.  But true character is revealed in how a 

person acts when no one is looking or around to see. Who are you when no one is looking? Are you 

more interested in pleasing man or pleasing Christ? If your aim is to please Christ, it won’t matter if 

your boss is present or away, you’ll work just as hard and just as excellently. I always try to keep this 

truth fixed in the forefront of my mind: If you please Christ, it matters not who you displease; but if 

you displease Christ, it matters not who else you please.  

 

Paul goes on to give us the “but” or “instead” statement. He says, “but as bondservants of Christ, 

doing the will of God from the heart.” What Paul is saying here is that we are called to work in light 

of our ultimate allegiance to Christ. You may be under the authority of an earthly master or boss, but 
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infinitely greater is the fact that, as a believer, you are under the authority and Lordship of Christ. 

That ought to cause you to whistle while you work!   

 

As servants of Christ, we are to “do the will of God from the heart.” The word “heart” here in verse 6 

is different form the word “heart” in verse 5. In verse 5, Paul uses the word (kardi÷a) kardia, which 

commonly refers to the thoughts and feelings. But here in verse 6, Paul uses the word (yuch)/ psuche. 

This is the word for your soul or the command center of your desires and affections. A literal 

translation here could be, “doing the will of God from the soul.” What Paul is getting at here is that 

we are to perform every task with the motivation to serve Christ with every fiber of our being. If this 

is your ultimate motivation, it will bring a whole new perspective to the way you work!      

 

Suffice it to say that not every task we are given to complete for our employer is enjoyable. But 

nevertheless, we are to perform those tasks that we don't enjoy just as we would those tasks that we 

do enjoy, so long as we are not disobeying God. We need to have the right heart attitude as we work. 

One of the best ways to be a good witness for Christ while at work is to work hard. The employee 

who grumbles and complains, who sluffs off and watches others work, who only does what they are 

asked and no more, who bad mouths their employer and appears to be bitter, entitled, or "above" the 

assigned task(s), will not be a good representation of Christ to their employer and coworkers. 

 

You will lose the weight of your words when the weight of your work is lacking. Nothing should be 

so antithetical to the Christian employee as a complaining, half-hearted work ethic. Work with all 

your heart. Give your employer the best you've got. In doing so, you will open up a lot of 

opportunity to share the gospel with your coworkers because you will gain their respect! As 

Christians, we should seek to serve our earthly masters conscientiously.  

 

 

III. AS CHRISTIANS, WE SHOULD SEEK TO SERVE OUR EARTHLY MASTERS WITH ENTHUSIASM 

(v.7-8) 

rendering 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 bondservant or is free.  

 

Paul goes on to say that we are to serve those in authority over us “with good will as to the Lord and 

not to man…” Good will is the word (eu¡noia) eunoia and it carries the idea of cheerfulness, 

kindliness, heartiness, and enthusiasm. Good will expresses the attitude of the worker who doesn’t 

constantly need to be prompted. He isn’t sitting around waiting for something to do, but rather is up 

and active, looking for ways to contribute. For the follower of Christ, every day should be a day of 

service to the Lord and every task should be a task that is rendered in worship and adoration to the 

King of Kings. Wise Solomon challenges us, “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might” 

Ecclesiastes 9:10. In his letter to the Church at Rome Paul tells us, “Do not be slothful in zeal, be 

fervent in spirit, serve the Lord” Romans 12:11. Likewise, in Colossians 3:23-24 he says, “Whatever 



you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive 

the inheritance as your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ.” Here is a good question to ask 

yourself: Would you act the way you do, would your heart respond the same, if Jesus was the one 

asking you to do what your boss has asked? We obey primarily because of Christ! 

 

For some of us, rendering service with good will is more difficult than others because your employer 

isn't easy to work for. Maybe they seem impossible to please. never satisfied, never commending or 

encouraging, or never gracious. Not all employers are a joy to work for. If yours is, praise the Lord. If 

yours isn't, how might you handle this difficult situation? Peter gives us some wonderful counsel as 

he wrote about how Jesus suffered under trial in 1 Peter 2:22-25. Peter writes, "He committed no sin, 

neither was deceit found in his mouth. When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he 

suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly. He himself 

bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his 

wounds you have been healed. For you were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the 

Shepherd and Overseer of your souls." 

 

What does Jesus teach us in 1 Peter 2:22-25 that could be applied to working for a difficult 

employer? 

 

   1. Be careful what you say (v.22-23) 

   2. Entrust your circumstances to God (v.23) 

   3. Lay down your life in service to others (v.24) 

 

Paul adds this wonderful promise at the end of verse 8, “Knowing that whatever good anyone does, 

this he will receive back from the Lord, whether he is a bondservant or is free.” I’m sure that there 

are many of you here this morning who think this thought at some point during any given week, 

“Does anyone care what I’ve done? Does anyone see the work I’ve contributed?” Paul knew there 

were many slaves who performed good deeds for their masters that they were never appropriately 

recognized or rewarded for. As a result, they might have been encouraged to go out of their way to 

ensure that service or work that they performed caught their masters’ attention. This is the definition 

of a people-pleaser. The glorious truth is that we don’t have to go out of our way to ensure we are 

noticed. The gospel message includes the certainly of future rewards! Friends, nothing escapes our 

heavenly Master’s gaze. Not a single good deed goes unnoticed. He misses not the simplest of tasks 

that are carried out for His glory. This isn’t a promise for immediate reward, but it is the assurance 

that when we stand before the judgment seat of Christ, we will be rewarded for the good deeds we 

have done (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:6-10).   

 

 

 



Man's work can make of him a slave 

And lead him to an early grave, 

But if it's done as to the Lord 

His labors bring him great reward. - DJD 
 

As Christians, we should seek to serve our earthly masters with enthusiasm.  

 

 

IV. AS CHRISTIANS, WE SHOULD SEEK TO SERVE THOSE UNDER OUR AUTHORITY 

GRACIOUSLY (v.9) 

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. 

 

Paul now addresses employers or those who are in positions of authority. What are the 

responsibilities of a Christian master (employer) to his workers? Paul says, “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.” 

 

A. Do the same things to them 

This is the Golden Rule: Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. As one who is in a 

position of authority, your attitudes and actions toward those are under you should be governed 

by your relationship to Christ. A Christian employer who rightly expects his employees to do their 

best for him, must also be committed to doing his best for them.  

 

B. Stop your threatening  

This doesn’t mean that a boss can’t discipline or reprimand a bad employee. It’s not wrong to 

punish an offense when necessary. It’s not wrong to let a bad employee go. Sometimes, this is best. 

What Paul is putting his finger on here is manipulative leadership. If we are wielding our authority 

as a means of terrifying others into work, we are using the wrong motivation. Furthermore, if it is a 

Christian employer who is using threats to motivate work, you’re not helping your employee fix 

their eyes on Christ and be motivated by His glory and grace.    

 

Paul suggests that the Christian master has a better way to encourage obedience and service than 

threats of punishment. A threat may motivate temporarily, but it does very little to keep the heart 

engaged for the long haul. Far better is positive motivation. Warren Wiersbe rightly notes, “Let a 

man share in the results of his labor and he will work better and harder.” 

 

C. Know that your own Master also is in heaven  

In other words, understand that you too are accountable and under authority. When you, as a 

boss, lose the sense that you too will one day be accountable to God, you’re headed for trouble. 



Even earthly masters are under the Lordship of Christ. We have seen this theme of Lordship 

throughout our “Weighty Words” series. Christian wives are to submit to their own husbands, “as 

to the Lord” (5:22). Christian husbands are to love their wives, “as Christ loved the church” (5:25). 

Children are to obey their parents “in the Lord” (6:1). Christian parents are to bring their children 

up in the “discipline and instruction of the Lord” (6:3). Servants or workers are to be obedient to 

their masters “as they would to Christ” (6:5). And now masters, employers, or bosses are instructed 

to treat those under their authority “as their master in Heaven would want them to” (6:9).  This is 

God’s blueprint for mutual submission (5:21). When each person is rightly submitted to Christ, 

they will have no trouble submitting to those who are over them. Christian employers who forget 

that they have a master in heaven will not be very good masters on earth.  

 

D. Know that there is no partiality with Him  

God is no respecter of persons. The higher social status of the master gives him no advantage 

before God.  In 1 Timothy 5, Paul give instruction to Timothy on how the Church should be 

governed. Included in his exhortation, he says, “In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of 

the elect angels I charge you to keep these rules without prejudging, doing nothing from partiality” 

1 Timothy 5:21. Masters should treat those under their authority in light of the fact that they are 

fellow servants of the same Heavenly Lord. One of the greatest ways for a leader to discourage 

and divide those under his charge (this also applies to parents), and to tarnish their confidence is 

for the leader to play favorites and show partiality.  

 

Christian workers, seek to be the best employee you can be. Christian employers, seek to be the best 

boss you can be. And when people ask why you work the way you work or manage the way you 

manage, you have a wonderful opportunity to tell them who you really work for! 

 

Paul’s exhortation here in Ephesians 6:5-9 is general in nature. He doesn’t set out to give a lengthy 

list of do’s and don’ts. It is assumed here, as it is elsewhere in Scripture, that if the conscience is 

awake and sensitive (filled) to the Spirit and if love for God and love for others is ruling in the heart, 

people will know what to do and how to behave. What abut you? Is your conscience awake to the 

things of God. Have you been made a new creation in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17)? There are two 

conditions: Faith and repentance or trusting and turning. Have you trusted Christ alone to save you 

from sins awful penalty? Are you daily turning from your sin to pursue and follow after Christ? If not, 

come to him now. Repent and believe where you sit.   

 

CLOSING BENEDICTION:  

As we bring our corporate worship to a close this morning, hear this benediction from Colossians 

3:23-24, “Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, knowing that from the 

Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ.” And all God’s 

people said, “Amen!” Go in peace.  
 


