
Work in Jesus
Ephesians 6:5-9

Some people love their jobs (like me).  Others really don’t.  Some people get 
paid for what they do.  Others really don’t.  Some parts of the jobs we’ve each 
got interest and enthuse us.  Other parts really don’t.  There’s a huge variety 
in our experiences of the work that we do - how tough or rewarding it is, how 
much we enjoy it or otherwise, how well we are treated, how we get on with 
the people around us.

The variety in our working conditions is at least one thing we’ve got in 
common with what household slaves in Roman cultures experienced.  Some 
were treated well and were highly regarded by the families they served.  
Others were subject to the most awful abuses and were treated as sub-
human property.  To all of them, Paul writes to describe what it looked like to 
be a Christian slave, whatever their workplace environment was like.

Wait, what?  A Christian slave?  Wasn’t it Christians like William Wilberforce 
who fought to abolish slavery?  Does the Bible say slavery is okay?  That’s a 
bit of a sidetrack that it would be helpful to deal with quickly before we head 
on to talk about being a Christian at work.

Thank God, slavery has been abolished in many nations in the last couple of 
hundred years, thanks to God and His people working against that injustice.  
But in Paul’s day, ‘people have slaves’ was as much a given as ‘people have 
cars’ would be today.

Paul was writing to people just becoming Christians who needed to know how 
to live that out (which is what the second half of Ephesians is all about - 
‘Become what you are’).  Slaves were becoming Christians.  It wouldn’t help 
them to hear a lecture on why slavery was wrong.  They needed to know how 
Jesus wanted them to live.  That’s why Paul writes as he does.

Slavery is still sadly a part of some cultures in the world.  And modern slavery 
is a huge issue in our societies, including in Britain - human trafficking, sex 
slavery, forced labour - that’s all happening, and none of that is okay in God’s 
eyes.

God’s Word and God’s Spirit call for good news for the poor, freedom for the 
captives, release from the darkness for the prisoners.  We don’t accept 
slavery in its modern forms; we battle it - in prayer and in action.
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This passage isn’t telling modern slaves to submit to rape and abuse, kidnap 
and extortion.  It is telling ancient slaves, who were part of the family 
household, what life in Jesus meant for how to set about their work in those 
homes.  That work could vary from cooking to cleaning, shopping, 
administration of finances, teaching children, managing subordinates, seeing 
to healthcare needs, running the household business.  The kind of work we 
know.

Paul’s teaching for slave and their masters can equally be applied in our day 
for employees and their bosses.  The same principle of mutual submission 
that we looked at last week for husbands and wives, and parents and 
children, comes in to this relationship too.  Everyone is called to sacrifice their 
rights for the sake of the people next to them.

First of all, Paul talks about working for the boss.  In v.5, he says ‘obey your 
earthly masters.’  Follow your orders, do what’s asked of you, complete the 
work that you are given to do.

There will be times that you think the job should be done a different way, or 
by a different person.  Times that what you’re asked to do seems repetitive or 
inefficient.  Times that you think the job is just pointless.

As a responsible employee, you don’t just moan about that privately, you can 
point out your opinions on that to offer genuinely constructive comments 
about a different approach.  But if your boss doesn’t change their line on it, 
because they’re stubborn or useless in your opinion, or because they’re 
hands are tied, or because, well, they just don’t agree…

You don’t just fold your arms and have a huff… You obey.  You do what’s 
asked of you.  You do the work that’s been given you to do by the bosses 
you’ve been given to administer that work.  v.5 says, ‘obey your earthly 
masters with respect and fear and sincerity of heart, just as you would obey 
Christ.’

As Christians, we treat Jesus as Lord as well as Saviour, don’t we?… When 
He gives His lead, we obey it, even if we don’t understand it or incline to 
agree with it.  That’s a stretch for more Christians than would care to admit it.  
Well, here’s another stretch for you - your Lord tells you to obey your bosses 
in the same way, as part of a life of sacrificial loving service that attracts 
people to life in Jesus.

�2



There’s a couple of caveats I want to throw in there - you don’t do anything 
that the bosses tell you which contradicts what God has told you.  Throughout 
the Bible, we read about God’s people saying no to the boss when they’re 
told to do something unethical (like the Hebrew midwives being told to kill 
Hebrew baby boys in Exodus 1)…

Saying no to the boss when they’re told to do something idolatrous, making 
something to be bigger to us than God is (like Shadrach, Meshach and 
Abednego refusing to bow down and worship a shiny false god in Daniel 3).  
Saying no to the boss when they’re told to deny or suppress their faith in 
Jesus (like Peter and John in Acts 4 explicitly saying, ‘we must obey God 
rather than men’).

It’s a complicated area for many of you in your work.  Lots of you work in 
healthcare and education, where not pushing your beliefs on others is a 
professional requirement.  That’s true of lots of other jobs that many of you 
are involved in too.  It might help for you to know two things - some general 
guidelines, and some specific ones.

Here’s the general guidelines: You can’t push your faith at work, but don’t pull 
away when it comes up.  The question is, ‘did they ask’?  If someone you’re 
engaging with professionally can say, ‘no-one asked your opinion about God’, 
then it’s fair enough if you get wrapped for that one.

But if someone asks you ‘are you a Christian?’ or ‘what do you think happens 
when you die?’ or even ‘why are you so peaceful in this really stressful 
situation?’ - you can answer.  That’s what Peter and John were doing in Acts 
4 - honestly answering the question, ‘how did that guy get healed?’  And 
when you’re living a life in Jesus that stands out so much from the lives 
around you, you’ll get asked questions.

And then there’s the specific guidelines.  And by that I mean, the actual 
professional guidelines that relate to your job and what’s expected of 
professional conduct when it comes to talking about faith.  Do you know what 
they are in your workplace?

In my workplace, I should be getting called to account if I’m not talking about 
Jesus!  But in yours, are you aware of what’s permitted and not permitted?  It 
might just give you a lot more confidence about when to speak and when not 
to if you read up on it this week.
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When is it hardest to ‘obey your earthly masters’?  What kind of things could 
you pray for in those times?

In v.6, Paul says working life for a Christian mustn’t be half-hearted.  You 
know the kind of thing… Wasting time when the supervisor isn’t watching.  
Varying your effort depending on whether anyone’s watching that you want to 
impress.  Playing online games when you’re pretending to read your emails.  
Doing the absolute minimum required to fulfil your contract without any real 
effort.

Paul says in v.7 a Christian’s work ethic is whole-hearted.  It’s consistent, 
whether anyone’s watching or not - not least because God’s eye is always on 
you.  It’s not done to try to impress superiors, but to honour God.  It’s a much 
more secure way of living and working, because you get free of the people 
pleasing, and live and work to God please instead.

So many people are trying to please the bosses enough to get a pay rise, 
power or promotion - or just a chance to hold on to their jobs when the word 
redundancy is getting whispered.  Or they’re trying to please their customers 
enough to get a good review and a high online rating.  It can be energy 
sapping and soul destroying to work to people please.

But when you’re working to please the Lord - not to earn His acceptance, 
because you get that with His grace and through the cross of Jesus - but to 
serve and honour God with the work that you do - you find yourself working 
more consistently, patiently, trustingly and sustainably, in the rhythms and 
expectations He sets rather than the crushing demands of others.

So for Christians, work isn’t something to please yourself in by under-doing it 
or please others in by over-doing it.  It’s not to be lazy or feverish.  It’s to be 
consistent, wholehearted, your act of worship to God through the week.

When we’re doing our work in and for Jesus, there’s three new perspectives 
that brings to what we’re doing.  We’re stewarding His creation.  The job you 
do - whether it’s teaching classes, healing patients, taking school assemblies, 
helping clients shape their lives, changing nappies, developing software…

…Emptying bins, using time to help friends, tending the farm, cutting hair, 
putting out fires, looking after the vulnerable, painting the walls or opening the 
bridges - it is one big, long term, ongoing way that you care for the world that 
God has so beautifully made, and bring fullness of life to it.
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We’re shaping the culture.  The way that you do your work as a Christian 
changes the culture at Raigmore, or in the schools, or in the office, or in your 
home.  Serving Jesus in your work helps you remember that He’s got us 
there to bring Kingdom ways of thinking, working, talking and doing things to 
the teams and environments we work in.

And we’re supplying the church.  Do you know, we’ve only got finances as a 
church because you work and you give some of that for the ministry that 
happens here?  And actually, because lots of other Christian people all over 
Scotland work and give to the Church.  We as Inverness St Columba receive 
more of what we need from Christians in other Church of Scotland 
congregations than we do from this one.  But what you earn, and what you 
give, counts for the mission of God in this place.

We can work wholeheartedly to serve Jesus, whatever our frontline 
workplace is, paid or otherwise.  But there’s one more thing to say about that.  
Speaking to a few of you this week, it’s been helpful to be reminded of 
something that almost everyone in the workplace is experiencing, and every 
stay at home parent will be too.

Whether it’s public sector, private sector, running your own business, being a 
minister in the Church of Scotland, or being a parent - there’s not enough 
people, there’s not enough money, so we’re all being asked to do more.  
Everybody is completely stretched.  People are going in extra days to cover 
their departments.  The self employed are working extra to cover the bills.  
Everyone’s covering duties that are in some vacated post that can’t be filled.

If there’s one way that the word ‘slavery’ isn’t that inappropriate to our modern 
experience of work, it’s this.  Lots of us feel enslaved by a work culture that 
we can’t free ourselves from that demands more of us than we can really 
manage.  Does ‘obeying your earthly masters’ and ‘serving the Lord 
wholeheartedly’ mean Christians must say ‘yes’ to every extra shift and 
covering what needs to be covered?

The answer here I think has to do with what a Christian life looks like in its 
rhythms of rest and sacrifice.  This whole passage, and the whole of 
Ephesians, is about living out a life in Jesus.  Working in Jesus means 
working according to the patterns God has given us for work.  We need 
Sabbath.  Weekly patterns of rest and worship.  When resigning ourselves to 
yet another shift means there has been none of that in a week, that’s the 
wrong call.
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But the mutual submission principle in Ephesians 5-6 that we’ve looked at the 
last two weeks - summed up as ‘giving up my rights for the sake of the 
person next to me’ - does mean that as Christians, we won’t be the ones in 
the team that do less than our fair share of standing in, covering for those off 
sick, and stepping up.  Starting with rest and worship of God as a first 
principle for the week, if we can order things and be inconvenienced to bless 
others, that’s part of serving God wholeheartedly in our modern work culture.

But this mutual submission in the workplace has to sit in the context of the 
other relationships that we looked at last week too - putting our spouse before 
ourselves; raising our kids as disciples of Jesus and not exasperating them.  
In family life, and in single life with good friends that we live with or share life 
with in some way - we can’t cave to every demand of our under-resourced 
workplaces, because we will exasperate our kids and put our spouses 
beneath our workplaces rather than first in line behind Jesus in our attention 
and energies.

That’s a complicated rather than a clear cut answer - but I hope it gives you 
something to use to pray through this one; so that you can prayerfully set 
some parameters - together with your family or your friends - for how to deal 
with the extra demands of the workplace.

We’re overworked and under-resourced.  How does being a Christian make a 
difference to the way you approach work in this culture?

Now, in v.9, we move on to working as the boss as a Christian.  This was the 
most explosively controversial verse for its first hearers in this whole section 
about mutual submission.  Wives and husbands submitting to one another - 
boom!  Parents sacrificially dignifying and discipling children?  Boom!  Slaves 
and masters being equal in God’s family and treating each other that way?  
BOOM!

If Paul can tell first century masters to treat their slaves as incredibly precious 
and a gift to be well cared for; what might God say to those of you who 
manage staff?  Employ people?  Lead teams?

How many bosses do you know who are unafraid to show genuine leadership 
and responsibility to those in their charge, but are also unafraid to treat those 
they lead as equally important, and are unafraid to put the interests of their 
staff above their own?  That’s what Christian employers, managers, team 
leaders and business owners are called to do here.
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Which bosses will consult their teams about who is taking leave when instead 
of suiting their plans and letting the underlings carve out the leftovers?  Which 
bosses are putting a better than decent wage for their people above the profit 
margin of the company?  Which bosses are giving extra time, energy and 
emotional investment so that those under them can flourish in professional 
development in some way?

Which bosses will default to taking the responsibility for mistakes on behalf of 
their team, to take the hit for the people working for them?  Which bosses 
pray for their employees and teams?  Which bosses have the humility to say 
sorry?  The Christian bosses work in Jesus like this.  Or if we don’t, that’s 
what we are to grow into.

v.9 tells masters to treat their slaves ‘in the same way.’  The same way that’s 
just been described for the slaves to be treating their bosses - giving their full 
effort for their benefit, wholeheartedly working on their behalf… serving them.  
Just as Jesus served those He was Lord of.  In what ways are you doing that 
already, Christian bosses?  In what ways could you start doing that?

In the end, this whole passage calls all of us, in whatever form of work we 
engage through the week, to do it all in the service, worship and honour of 
our King Jesus, in whom we live.  Not to make Him love us and accept us - 
the early part of Ephesians taught us we’re adopted children that He delights 
in, and laid down His life for at the cross.

But to make Him smile.  To make Him proud.  To bring Him glory and point 
others to Him and say, ‘Our God is worth all this and way more.’  Our work is 
a gift that God gives to us for life in this world.  But it’s also a gift we give back 
to Him in the way that we go about it.

In the end, your pay grade and your CV will count for diddly squat.  The 
Jesus-loving, faithful, never-missed-a-day, put-the-bins-back-carefully waste 
collector will get the ‘well done good and faithful servant’.  And the power-
wielding, compromising, tax dodging city worker… won’t.

So let’s work in Jesus.  Let’s work for Jesus.  Knowing that for all we lay down 
and sacrifice of ourselves in worshipping Him that way, as v.8 puts it: ‘The 
Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or 
free.’
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