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EPHESIANS #96 6:5-9 PT.1  4-26-15                                                                                

SLAVE AND MASTERS pt.1 

    (Ephesians 6) After three Sundays to consider the exhortations of Ephesians 6:4 which are 

directed to parents, our text this morning moves us out of Paul’s discussion of family life, into a 

teaching on another dimension of our existence, our work and business life. Once again we see 

that Scripture speaks to all of life. 5-9  Slaves, be obedient to those who are your masters 

according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in the sincerity of your heart, as to Christ; 6 not 

by way of eyeservice, as men-pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the 

heart. 7 With good will render service, as to the Lord, and not to men, 8 knowing that whatever 

good thing each one does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether slave or free. 9 And 

masters, do the same things to them, and give up threatening, knowing that both their Master 

and yours is in heaven, and there is no partiality with Him.  Now you will remember that 

everything Paul writes about from Ephesians 5:22-6:9 flows out of the one key verse in 

Ephesians 5:21 be subject to one another in the fear of Christ. This general call to be subject 

then leads us into a description of three relationships of life which involve subjection and 

authority: the relationship of wife and husband, child and parent, slave and master. If you 

recognize this last one to be essentially comparable to our modern labor/management 

relationship then you realize that in his discussion of these three relationships Paul is covering 

the world’s greatest areas of personal conflict isn’t he?  Where do things get more heated than 

they do between husband and wife?  Except maybe parent and child? Or maybe boss and 

worker? Some of the most brutal episodes of American history have had to do with precisely 

this conflict. Here in Pittsburgh we are reminded of the 1892 steelworkers strike in Homestead  

in which the hired guns of management and factory workers actually fought with and killed 

each other. The economics of first century Roman culture and modern America are very 

different, but the principles taught in our passage still apply. We will cover this in two studies, 

one rather academic and introductory, the other more exegetical and practical. I will cover the 

more theoretical stuff today and save the pointed and practical for next week.  

   So, for today, almost everything I am going to say flows out of the first word of our text, a 

word that for most of us carries notable emotional baggage. Paul begins verse 5 by referring to 

the addressees of his instructions. He says. “Slaves.” ® Now, if you stop for a moment to 
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ponder this you will likely find yourself rather startled. We are reminded here how unlike us the 

church in Ephesus would have been. We are in a very different culture and there is no one here 

that we regard as a slave, but a significant portion of the Ephesian church would have been in 

that class.  Slavery was a huge part of the Roman world. It was a huge part of pretty much 

every society in every place until the modern age. It would not have been viewed in the totally 

negative light that we have come to view it. We have all been bombarded by a grand campaign  

to prove ourselves superior to our forefathers by conscientiously and continually bashing the 

slavery of the old South. As a result, “slavery” is now a word that has the emotional taste of a 

great social evil. It had no such taste in Paul’s day and is clearly condemned in neither the Old 

Testament nor the New Testament. When we think of slavery we think of racism at its worst. 

Race had nothing to do with slavery in the first century. When we think of slavery we think of a 

person being treated purely as property, without any rights. That is not what slavery would have 

been in the culture of first century Palestine or any preceding century. As we study slavery in 

the Bible we have to get over some of the connections we tend to make and understand how it 

functioned, not in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, but in the nation of Israel. 

   Under the law given by God to Moses, slavery was permitted. It was, but it was highly 

regulated. There was a right way to do it and a wrong way to do it, and it never meant that one 

man was owned by another. That is how it did come to be viewed by some in the Old South but 

that is not what Old Testament slave laws envisioned. What right the master had over the slave 

was the right to his labor, not his life.® Not his person. But, in a society where a man’s word 

was his bond, the failure to pay a debt would not be handled through a bankruptcy court. If you 

could not pay with cash you paid with labor and you became not just a servant of another, but a 

bond-servant. Proverbs 22:7 The rich rules over the poor, and the borrower becomes the 

lender’s slave. That was more than just figurative. That was often exactly what happened. 

Within the people of Israel you could have two types of servants: bond and free. The free 

servant functioned just like a domestic employee would function. That individual worked in 

hope of obtaining something desired. The bondservant or slave worked because of something 

owed. You see the difference? Suppose your son threw a baseball thru my window. In so doing 

he owes me the cost of a new window. If he can’t pay it, he becomes my slave to do chores 

sufficient to compensate me for my loss. This is how it worked with debtors; it is how it worked 

with thieves.  Exodus 22:2 says that if you catch a thief breaking in to your house you can kill 
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him, but if you don’t catch him in the act you can’t kill him, you can only demand from him 

restitution. 22:3b He shall surely make restitution; if he owns nothing, then he shall be sold for 

his theft.  That is one way you could become a slave. You could also become a slave due to 

unpaid debts, but this slave relationship was never to be permanent. It could be. It often was a 

permanent relationship when the slave wanted it to be. Well-treated servants were often very 

happy to remain with their master-families and enjoy the security and protection they offered. 

But freedom was available in due season. Deuteronomy 15:12 If your kinsman, a Hebrew man 

or woman, is sold to you, then he shall serve you six years, but in the seventh year you shall set 

him free. That was the sabbath year. It represents our rest, and so the servant was allowed to go 

his way. And there is more said by God than that. Look at this. Deuteronomy 15:13-15 When 

you set him free, you shall not send him away empty-handed. 14 You shall furnish him liberally 

from your flock and from your threshing floor and from your wine vat; you shall give to him as 

the Lord your God has blessed you. 15 You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of 

Egypt, and the Lord your God redeemed you; therefore I command you this today. Friend, this 

so-called slavery is a far cry from Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Yes, the Lord allowed slavery but you 

see the regulations that governed it. Read on. Deuteronomy15:16-17  It shall come about if he 

says to you, ‘I will not go out from you,’ because he loves you and your household, since he 

fares well with you; 17 then you shall take an awl and pierce it through his ear into the door, 

and he shall be your servant forever. Also you shall do likewise to your maidservant.  They 

became essentially a part of the family. You can see, I think, why it is rather misleading to say 

that the Bible allows for slavery and leave it at that.  

God established laws for the protection of those who were slaves. You see the law of the 

sabbath, the six year limitation. There were also laws warning slave-owners of what would 

happen if they killed or injured their slaves. Killing your slave was counted as murder and in 

the Old Testament if you injured your slave you lost him. These Old Testament laws given to 

Israel were radically different from the cultural norms of other people. The Code of 

Hammurabi, the Babylonian moral law which some want to compare to Old Testament Hebrew 

law gave no protection to slaves and even said that harboring a runaway slave was punishable 

by death. Compare that to the Old Testament attitude which says in Deuteronomy 23:15-16 You 

shall not hand over to his master a slave who has escaped from his master to you. 16 He shall 

live with you in your midst, in the place which he shall choose in one of your towns where it 
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pleases him; you shall not mistreat him. You were not to return a slave forcibly and if you tried 

to make someone a slave, if you did what slave traders of the 18th century did you were to be 

put to death. Exodus 21:16 He who kidnaps a man, whether he sells him or he is found in his 

possession, shall surely be put to death. The God of Scripture abhors more than any of us the 

abominable practices of the old slave trade, but He never explicitly condemned slavery per se. 

The slavery of Old Testament law was a healthy, well-regulated social institution that provided 

for the repayment of debts, and offered long-term secure employment for many.  

Let’s turn our attention now to the New Testament outlook on slavery. Some are offended 

that Jesus and Paul did not out-and-out condemn slavery. But, given the Old Testament 

background, I think you can see why. It was not the institution, but its abuse that was attacked 

in the Old and the New Testament. Without mentioning the word, the book of James takes a hit 

at slavery when it says James 5:1-4 Come now, you rich, weep and howl for your miseries 

which are coming upon you. 2 Your riches have rotted and your garments have become moth-

eaten. 3 Your gold and your silver have rusted; and their rust will be a witness against you and 

will consume your flesh like fire. It is in the last days that you have stored up your treasure! 4 

Behold, the pay of the laborers who mowed your fields, and which has been withheld by you, 

cries out against you; and the outcry of those who did the harvesting has reached the ears of 

the Lord of Sabaoth. If that verse doesn’t condemn the practices of many old southern cotton 

farmers I don’t know what does. James says that you had better not take advantage of and 

mistreat those who work for you. But, no, slavery is not mentioned here. And where it is 

mentioned in the New Testament it is not opposed, it is merely accepted as a fact of life. One of 

the New Testament books, the book of Philemon, only 25 verses long, is a letter addressed to a 

Christian slave-owner on behalf of his apparently run-away slave named Onesimus. Here is 

what Paul says to Philemon the slave-owner Philemon 15-17 perhaps he was for this reason 

separated from you for a while, that you would have him back forever, 16 no longer as a slave, 

but more than a slave, a beloved brother, especially to me, but how much more to you, both in 

the flesh and in the Lord. 17 If then you regard me a partner, accept him as you would me. As 

he does in his instructions in Ephesians and Colossians Paul skips the condemnation of slavery 

and just exhorts us to love each other wherever we are. Colossians 4:1 Masters, grant to your 

slaves justice and fairness, knowing that you too have a Master in heaven. This follows what he 

says to slaves in Colossians 3:22 Slaves, in all things obey those who are your masters on earth, 
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not with external service, as those who merely please men, but with sincerity of heart, fearing 

the Lord.  Again, the apostle’s concern is for Christian character in these roles. I Corinthians 

7:20-21 Each man must remain in that condition in which he was called. 21 Were you called 

while a slave? Do not worry about it; but if you are able also to become free, rather do that. 

Now right there you get the apostolic emphasis.  It is not on your circumstances at all is it? 

What counts is character not circumstance. Don’t sweat being a slave, but, if you have a choice, 

certainly go with freedom. 22 For he who was called in the Lord while a slave, is the Lord’s 

freedman; likewise he who was called while free, is Christ’s slave. He is saying that spiritually 

we are set free by the Lord, and are bound to the Lord. In the flesh, that is the language used, 

“in the flesh” some are masters and some servants, but where it really matters we are all on 

equal footing. 23  You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men. Again, 

Christians should not slip into a position of slavery to men, either materially or spiritually.  So, 

the attitude of the New Testament toward slavery is one that is concerned with the character of 

believing slaves and believing masters and not so much with the legality of the system as it then 

existed.  

    That then concludes our look at point #1 - the Scriptures and slavery. Our other two points 

are really just reflections on what we have seen.  First, I want you to ponder with me the 

Biblical obliteration of social class standing. In the pagan world one cares intensely about social 

status.  When I was in high-school we had a service club system and everybody knew where the 

different clubs ranked. There was a social pecking order by the service club system. Why caring 

adults let it go on is beyond me, but there is this craving to know where I fit in and there is an 

adulation and an envy of the upper crust. Why is there such a fascination with the lifestyles of 

the rich and famous? Why do we gawk at the stars of Hollywood and at the royals of England?  

I’m sorry, as believers in Jesus, we are called to give no more value to the celebrities or the 

master-class than to the slave-class. Indeed, we are called to honor not the rich and famous, but 

those who like Jesus came to be servants. Jesus constantly amazed people with the value he 

placed on the socially downtrodden. Read the gospels here. He touched lepers, he spoke with 

Samaritan women, he spent time with the tax-collectors and harlots. Paul, in his letter to 

Ephesus, offers them a special word. And this is the legacy of the church expressed by St.  

Francis, and Mother Teresa, and Samaritan’s Purse who go to the outcasts, who embrace the 
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untouchables and the slaves and say in Christ’s name that you are loved and you are precious 

and you can be free and rich and mighty thru the name of Jesus.  

    Nicholas Kristof is a New York Times columnist who recently wrote a piece in which he said 

this: One sign of a landmark shift in public attitudes: A poll last year found that Americans 

approved more of gays and lesbians than of evangelical Christians…Today, among urban 

Americans and Europeans, “evangelical Christian” is sometimes a synonym for “rube.” In 

liberal circles, evangelicals constitute one of the few groups that it’s safe to mock openly. Yet 

the liberal caricature of evangelicals is incomplete and unfair. I have little in common, 

politically or theologically, with evangelicals…But I’ve been truly awed by those I’ve seen in so 

many remote places, combating illiteracy and warlords, famine and disease, humbly struggling 

to do the Lord’s work as they see it, and it is offensive to see good people derided. 

      On a recent trip to Angola, the country with the highest child mortality rate in the world, I 

came across a rural hospital run by Dr. Stephen Foster, 65, a white-haired missionary surgeon 

who has lived there for 37 years — much of that in a period when the Angolan regime was 

Marxist and hostile to Christians. “We were granted visas,” he said, “by the very people who 

would tell us publicly, ‘your churches are going to disappear in 20 years,’ but privately, ‘you 

are the only ones we know willing to serve in the midst of the fire.’  

Several other evangelical Christians work as doctors and nurses at the hospital, the Centro 

Evangélico de Medicina do Lubango, or CEML, along with a vast number of Angolan 

Christians. The foreigners, Dr. Foster included, receive a paltry stipend of $35,000 a year if 

they are married, or $17,500 a year for those who are single. Most evangelicals are not, of 

course, following such a harrowing path, and it’s also true that there are plenty of secular 

doctors doing heroic work for Doctors Without Borders or Partners in Health. But I must say 

that a disproportionate share of the aid workers I’ve met in the wildest places over the years, 

long after anyone sensible had evacuated, have been evangelicals, nuns or priests. 

Likewise, religious Americans donate more of their incomes to charity, and volunteer more 

hours, than the nonreligious, according to polls. In the United States and abroad, the safety net 

of soup kitchens, food pantries and women’s shelters depends heavily on religious donations 

and volunteers….The next time you hear someone at a cocktail party mock evangelicals, think 

of Dr. Foster and those like him. These are folks who don’t so much proclaim the gospel as live 

it. They deserve better. 

http://hrc-assets.s3-website-us-east-1.amazonaws.com/files/assets/resources/GQR_Victory_In_Sight.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/22/opinion/sunday/nicholas-kristof-two-women-opposite-fortunes.html?
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/26/opinion/nicholas-kristof-an-unsettling-complicity.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/19/opinion/nicholas-kristof-deadliest-country-for-kids.html
http://www.ceml.org/the-hospital/personnel/
http://www.ceml.org/
http://www.ceml.org/
http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/
http://www.pih.org/
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/17/opinion/sunday/nicholas-kristof-sister-acts.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/05/02/opinion/02kristof.html
http://www.gallup.com/poll/166250/americans-practice-charitable-giving-volunteerism.aspx
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    The New York Times – far more often the voice of hostility against us but occasionally 

willing to recognize the truth about what the followers of Jesus have brought to the world. By 

the way, has anybody ever been to a hospital or an orphanage started by Muslims? Started by 

atheists? I didn’t think so.  

RC Sproul wrote a book called, “The Wayne Alderson Story” about a Pittsburgh man who 

took the Scriptural teaching on the dignity of all men into the factory which he supervised. 

Wayne Alderson didn’t go in to his factory and say, ”hey, we need to quit this distinction 

between labor and management.” He went in and started treating his workers as first class, not 

second class, members of the company, and the factory was transformed. Alderson’s success 

became so widely known that he was able to devote himself to a seminar ministry for 

businesses that is called “The Value of the Person” seminar. ® And the premise is that people 

are valuable not because of their family line or their educational pedigree or their social 

achievements but because they are made in the image of God. The teaching of Scripture about 

slaves and to slaves drives the point home. For us it means that we don’t determine how we 

treat somebody by how they are dressed or what title they hold, or car they drive or street they 

live on. James 2:1-4 My brethren, do not hold your faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ with 

an attitude of personal favoritism. 2 For if a man comes into your assembly with a gold ring 

and dressed in fine clothes, and there also comes in a poor man in dirty clothes, 3 and you pay 

special attention to the one who is wearing the fine clothes, and say, “You sit here in a good 

place,” and you say to the poor man, “You stand over there, or sit down by my footstool,” 4 

have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become judges with evil motives? And 

the point isn’t to treat the rich poorly and the poor richly. 8 If, however, you are fulfilling the 

royal law according to the Scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing 

well. Let’s be on the lookout for a superior attitude that treats with contempt those who may be 

despised by the world, but are precious in the sight of God.  

My other reflection is this: I want you to ponder with me the relation of slavery to the 

gospel of Jesus Christ. It was Christians who advanced the abolition of slavery in America and 

in Britain. Interestingly, without condemning it explicitly, the gospel of Jesus Christ slowly, 

indirectly, drives slavery out of any society it penetrates. But, you see today from Scripture that 

the gospel does not really come against slavery as a social institution, but it does come against 

slavery in another sense. The gospel says that the real slavery which it has come to abolish is 
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slavery to sin.  Jesus and Paul were abolitionists in the spiritual sense. They looked at men and 

didn’t see what their social standing was. They said, “slave or free it doesn’t matter” but when 

they looked at men they saw them as spiritually free or spiritually bound. When Jesus looks at 

you He doesn’t see you as a doctor or see you as a waitress or see you as anything other than as 

one bound by sin or freed by grace. The Lord constantly uses the language of slavery to 

describe the need for and the effects of His salvation. He says to the Pharisees that they are 

slaves of the devil. Paul said in Romans 5 that apart from Jesus we are slaves of sin. And sin is 

not a kind master. The devil is not a gentle lord. Sin will use your life for all its worth and leave 

you broke, beaten and dead. There is nothing worse than being a slave to sin and it matters not 

whether you are a rich, powerful slave of sin, or a poor slave of sin. The end will be the same 

for all. But God. But God.  

Spiritually speaking we ended up in slavery because we  could not pay what we owe. We 

were moral debtors and as a result we were put on the auction block, sold into bondage. The 

gospel is this. Matthew 20:28 the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to 

give His life a ransom for many.  A ransom?  You know that term. That is what you pay to free 

a hostage. And that is what Jesus has come to do for men and women who are slaves in the 

worst sense of the term. He buys us out of slavery to sin at the cost of His life. Remember I 

Corinthians 7:23? 23 You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men. Bought, says 

Peter, with the blood of the spotless Lamb of God. The result of this ransom is what? We no 

longer are bound? Not exactly. The result is that we are now bound with the strong cords of 

love to a Master who is wonderfully, wonderfully good and deserving of all our devotion. Paul 

writes much of our spiritual freedom but he loves to call himself the slave of Christ Jesus. ® 

There is in that sweet bondage to the Lord such an exaltation of soul that God calls it real 

freedom. ® Jesus says this in John 8. After saying that everyone who commits sin is the slave 

of sin he then announces to all who will hear Him John 8:36  If the Son sets you free you will be 

free indeed. The gospel is the Emancipation Proclamation for every sin-bound soul who will 

hear the voice of the Son of God and say, ”Yes, Master, come and set me free.” On the 

authority of my Lord who came as a ransom for many I invite you to leave your bondage to sin 

and be free. (Let’s pray) Oh God, righteous Judge, we accept the ransom of your son and call 

ourselves both free and bound. We renounce the mastery of sin. We accept your gift of 

freedom. But even as slaves of old, out of love would freely choose to serve their master for 
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life, so we choose to serve you Lord Jesus. We will be your slaves, gladly do your bidding and 

will rejoice to be named as one of yours. Come now Holy Spirit and cut every tie between us 

and sin, between us and Satan. We renounce his claims over us, pleading the blood of Christ 

with which we are redeemed.  Hallelujah and Amen.  


