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The sermon 

Intro 

Did you ever notice how the gospel is saturated with slavery language? 

Apart from Christ, we’re enslaved to sin (Rom 6:6). Sin is a cruel master that rules our heart. Compelling us to act in self-

destructive ways.  

Jesus sets us free from sin’s dominion by giving us newness of life. A new heart with new desires.  

In Christ, we’re redeemed (Col 1:13-14). Meaning we’re been released from the debt of sin, eternal punishment, because 

our sins have been forgiven through the finished work of Jesus on the cross. Redemption means liberation from slavery.  

Jesus’ death is the ransom, sum of money paid, that secures our release (Matt 10:45).  

The gospel invites us to compare our plight to the plight of a slave in ancient Rome.  

Regardless of our lot in life, Paul urges us to serve the master who liberates sinners: Jesus.  

READ PASSAGE 

Body 

Point 1: Serving Jesus in obedience (6:5-8) 

(slavery sources: primarily David Pao’s Colossians commentary, Clinton Arnold’s Ephesians commentary, and the 

Dictionary of New Testament Background) 

Bondservants,  

“Bondservants” (or slaves) 

The ESV translation “bondservants” indicates “someone in the Roman Empire officially bound under contract to serve 

his master for seven years…When the contract expired, the person was freed, given his wage that had been saved by the 

master, and officially declared a freedman (ESV preface).” 

“Bondservants” indicates people who voluntarily sold themselves into slavery.  

Why would a person sell themselves into slavery?  

Excessive debt or poverty. Nowhere to live. No employment. No money. A bill they couldn’t pay. Selling yourself into 

slavery was the best option. Not because slavery was a pleasant existence.  

Other translations, use the word “slaves.” It’s likely that some of these believing slaves weren’t slaves by choice. 

Estimates suggest 1/3 of the Ephesian population were slaves. 

Where did involuntary slaves come from? 

Prisoners of war, convicted criminals sentenced to slavery, kidnapped people, rescued abandoned infants, reproduction 

within the slave population.  

What did slaves do? 

Most slaves were laborers (manufacturing, agriculture) or domesticated slaves (served in the home in some capacity). 

Some slaves performed specialized tasks and possessed significant responsibility (e.g., doctors, teachers, architects, sea 

captains). One slave’s experience was remarkably different than another. 
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how were they treated? 

Slaves were treated poorly. They were bought and sold, punished according to the master’s whim, violated sexually. 

Labor was compelled against their will (e.g., flogging). They had no legal existence. They couldn’t be married. If they 

were married before being enslaved, they could be separated from their spouse at any time by their master.  

Generally, laborers (e.g., prisoners of war, convicted criminals) were treated much more harshly than domestic slaves. It 

wasn’t wise to harm a valuable slave who made household contributions. 

Paul’s audience is Christian households indicating domestic slaves. The context is relationships in the home: 

wives/husbands, children/parents, slaves/masters.  

Some in the church were slaves. Some were masters. A slave and their master in the same church!  

So how was Ephesian slavery different than American slavery? 

1. Slavery wasn’t racially-based. 

Any race could be enslaved.  

2. Slaves in the Roman Empire had hope of release. 

Because slaves received sums of money from their master that could be used to purchase freedom. 

3. Slaves in the Roman Empire were educated. 

4. Slaves in the Roman Empire performed specialized tasks (e.g., doctors). 

5. Kidnapping did take place (1 Tim 1:10; “enslavers” = “those who take someone captive in order to sell him into 

slavery” – ESV footnote), but kidnapping wasn’t the means of securing slaves like in America. 

In the African slave trade, Africans kidnapped Africans and sold them to white people. 

Did Paul endorse slavery? 

No. How do I know this? Paul grounds the husband and wife relationship in Christ’s relationship to his church. God’s 

intent, from the beginning, was that marriage would picture the way Jesus relates to his church. When it comes to 

child/parent relationships, the command to obey parents is grounded in the 5th of the Ten Commandments: “honor your 

father and mother” (6:2). Not so with slavery. Slavery isn’t grounded in God’s design or God’s command.  

Does that make sense? [PAUSE] One more. 

Slavery is viewed negatively in Scripture. Before faith we were slaves to sin. Not a good thing. After faith we’re 

redeemed = released from slavery = a good thing. Salvation is pictured as rescue from slavery. 

So Paul didn’t endorse slavery. Nor did he crusade to end slavery. Nor did he counsel the Ephesian church to work for the 

end of slavery. Why? Because Paul’s mission from Jesus was to proclaim the gospel, make disciples, establish local 

churches, and ensure the ongoing health of those churches. Not to say Christians can’t enter into political offices and 

public policy and work for just and right laws, but Paul’s priority for the Ephesian church was understanding doctrine, 

personal conduct, living together as a church, relationships in the home, and standing firm against Satan’s schemes.  

Apologetics 

I’ve taken my time to work through the issue of slavery. You might be thinking Civil War slavery was evil. And asking 

questions like why does the Bible support racial oppression and cruelty? I’m giving you tools to understand that this isn’t 

the case.  
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1. Kidnapping is forbidden (1 Tim 1:10).  

2. Slavery isn’t grounded in Scripture. 

3. Slavery is viewed negatively in the Bible. 

4. 1 Corinthians 7:21 – “if you can gain you freedom, avail yourself of the opportunity” 

Non-Christians might question our faith because of slavery. How can God be good if he’s pro-slavery? Why would I want 

to join myself to a people who follow a God who supports the kidnapping of black people? Or, you Christians are so 

inconsistent. The Bible endorses slavery, but you oppose it. Why would I want to join myself to a people who don’t even 

follow your own book?  

If we correctly understand Paul’s engagement with slavery, we can answer these sort of questions. Yes, in my experience, 

the slavery question has come up in personal evangelism. We need biblical answers. We need to be a people with 

confidence in God’s word when questions come our way. And we need to use those questions as opportunity to speak the 

gospel to non-Christians. See hard questions as opportunity! 

Heart attitudes 

Paul counsels slaves on their heart attitudes towards their earthly masters. 

obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, 

How should a slave obey their master? “with fear and trembling” = with respect and fright. “trembling” = quiver, shake 

because of fear.  

with a sincere heart, as you would Christ, 

“sincere heart” = real respect, not putting on a show. Not fake. 

“as you would Christ” = obeying your master’s orders as you would Jesus’ orders.  

How do Christians obey Jesus “with fear and trembling”? Well, we’re not afraid of rejection. If we trust God’s promises, 

we believe that Jesus will never leave us nor forsake us. We believe our sins (past, present, and future) are totally wiped 

out. We don’t fear the final judgment. We long for the final judgment! We believe Jesus is patient and merciful. We live 

from Jesus’ acceptance, not for Jesus’ acceptance.  

At the same time, we’re afraid of displeasing God. We’re afraid blaspheming Jesus’ name with our conduct. We’re afraid 

of creating division in the church. We’re afraid of hardening our heart. 

I’m afraid of committing adultery. Are there sins you’re afraid of committing? [PAUSE] Likewise, a Christian slave 

should be afraid of failure to obey and respect their master.  

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

6:6 

“eye-service” means after a favorable impression that isn’t accurate. Concerned with appearances, not reality. A form of 

deception. 

Playing on your phone when the boss isn’t around. Then picking up a broom when the boss walks in. The boss is coming. 

Let’s make it look like we’re working.  

“people-pleasers” = seeking to please the boss by false impressions. 

God’s will isn’t putting on a show. God’s will isn’t false impressions. God’s will is respectful obedience. Obedience that 

stems from serving Jesus. 
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rendering service with a good will as to the Lord and not to man, – 6:7 

Serving an earthly master = serving Jesus.  

Note there’s no conditions on rendering service. Human authority will inevitably be flawed. They might be harsh, overly 

critical, too demanding, inconsistent, etc. You serve them anyways. As if you’re serving Jesus himself. Because, in fact, 

when you serve earthly authorities you’re obeying Jesus. Think of it like this. Live to please Jesus by offering good 

service to earthly authorities. Why? It’s God’s will.  

knowing that whatever good anyone does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether he is a bondservant or free. 

– 6:8 

1. Time isn’t specified. 

2. What’s received back isn’t stated.  

3. It comes from Jesus. 

There’s an eternity aspect here.  

For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done 

in the body, whether good or evil. – 2 Corinthians 5:10 

At the judgment seat, God will give us what is due us for the good things we do in this life. We’re encouraged to obey 

earthly authorities today because of the good God will do us in the life to come. Note the Bible teaches that we can’t do 

good apart from Jesus/the Spirit (John 15:5; Rom 8:7-8), so any good we do is a result of God’s work within us. All glory 

for our good works goes to God, not us. But we get recompensed for our obedience. 

On the other hand, Paul doesn’t limit receiving back to the day of judgment. I think Jesus gives back to us in this life too.  

Jesus said, "Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or 

lands, for my sake and for the gospel,  30 who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and 

sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life. – Mark 10:29-30 

Jesus promises his disciples good things will come their way, “now in this time.”  

Good things in the midst of hardship. The slave receives good from Jesus while remaining a slave. What we receive back 

isn’t specified. But Jesus sees and takes note. And gives.  

Application 

We’re not a congregation with believing slaves. So how do we follow Paul’s instructions? 

The classic application is Christian employees. We serve our earthly employers as if we’re serving Jesus. Note “as you 

would Christ” in 6:5. Paul assumes that believers obey Jesus. So Christian, as you follow Jesus’ orders (don’t hate, keep 

your word, love your enemies, etc.), follow the orders of your earthly employers. One exception: if they command you to 

disobey God (Acts 5:29). 

You obey your employer because you want to do God’s will. Godward motivation! Your boss may be pleasant and patient 

and kind. Thank God for that boss. Your boss may be nasty and have unrealistic expectations. You serve them anyways 

“as you would Christ.” Ask God for help to do his will.  

We can apply these instructions to other authority relationships too. For example, prisoners and those in the military. 

Those in prison find themselves lacking in freedom and under the rule of others. Those in the military have willingly 

placed themselves under an authority that restricts their freedoms in a variety of ways.  
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We could even apply it to the child/parent relationship. The principle is serve those in authority just like you obey Jesus. 

Because you believe Jesus will reward your service to earthly authorities. 

Here God encourages us to seek our own good! Do you see that? Obedience is good for us! It’s good for us to obey 

authority structures. In this life. And in the life to come.  

Paul encourages people in distressing situations to serve hard masters. Two motivations steer the ship: 

1. I want to do God’s will. 

2. God will repay my service to him. 

 

Point 2: Serving Jesus in ruling (6:9) 

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. – 6:9 

Instruction for Christians with slaves. 

“do the same to them” = deal with your slaves in ways that conform to God’s will.  

“and stop your threatening” = masters used intimidation to secure obedience. Threats included flogging (whipping), no 

food or drink, even threatening to sell a family member. Not God’s will for masters. 

“knowing that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven” = slaves and their masters in the same church. 

Masters, deal well with your brethren slaves because you both belong to Jesus. Your slave isn’t a piece of property. 

They’re a beloved brother or sister in Christ. 

Being in Christ levels the playing field such that a slave could even respectfully admonish their master because of sin.  

“and that there is no partiality with him.” = Jesus will deal with both master and slave in the same ways. Both are subject 

to God’s will. The motives of both are evaluated by Jesus. Both are repaid for the good they do in this life. In the world, 

they’re not on level ground. In the church, they’re on level ground.  

Application 

Again, we can transfer the principles to authority relationships: boss/employee, prison guard/prisoner, military 

officer/military private, parent/child.  

Those in the world may see those under them as a piece of meat. A piece of property. A tool to serve their agenda. Those 

in the world may deal harshly with those under them. As if those under their control are beneath them and have less value 

and deserve to be treated with harshness because of their low position in life. Not so for those who belong to Jesus.  

To those in positions of authority, use your delegated authority to serve the good of those under you. A boss who helps 

their employees to succeed, develop skills, advance, etc. A prison guard whose heart breaks for people in a miserable 

plight. A military officer who seeks to instill toughness without inspiring hatred. A parent who views their children as 

people to be cared for and developed rather than tools for their happiness. Even a church elder/pastor who views the 

people not as tools to accomplish their ministry vision, but rather, fellow servants of the king to do God’s will with.  

The world does authority their way. Not so in the church. 

The gospel and slavery 

Sin is a cruel master. Freedom is found in Christ alone. 
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We were created to know and love and serve God.  

The first man Adam rebelled against God’s rule, bringing sin into our world. As a result, we fail to serve God and we 

chose to do life our own way. 

God holds us accountable for our personal rebellion. 

In his great love, God sent his Son Jesus to die on the cross as a substitute. That whoever believes in Jesus would not face 

judgment but rather experience forgiveness of sins and eternal life.  

On the third day, Jesus was raised from the dead, vindicating his claims. 

There’s two ways to live. We can go on rejecting God and living our own way. Or we can humble ourselves by asking for 

forgiveness and trusting in Jesus’ death and resurrection. 

Admit your rebellion. Understand your only hope is Jesus’ death on the cross. Ask for God’s forgiveness on the basis of 

Jesus death. And trust you’ve been forgiven because God forgives everyone who trusts in Jesus. 

Tell us if you believe.  


