Humility in the Workplace
Eph 6:5-9

INT:   One of our great spiritual problems in life is the tendency to divide the secular and sacred. We do this when we act one way on Sunday in church and then act differently when we are away from church.  When we look to the scriptures, we see this pattern in the Old Testament where the sacred is associated with the Sabbath, the temple, the rituals, and the priests.  With the exception of religious holidays, the rest of life is pretty much treated as a secular experience. This, however, is not true of the New Testament which teaches that we are all priests … that our body is a temple where the Spirit of God resides… and that every day, not just the Sabbath, is to be holy as we are to honor and glorify God in all that we do.   
TS:  Today, as we read God’s Word, we will see how our WORKLIFE is NOT meant to be separated out from the sacred. Instead, it is meant to be an expression of our relationship with God.  As we have been learning in this series -- as Christians, the practical humility of submission is to characterize all of our relationships … not just with God but also in how we relate to people --- be it those in authority above us .. those who are our equal to us .. or those who are under our authority.  Our text today focuses on the working relationship between employer and employee.
TEXT:  Please open up your bible to Eph 6:5-9.  5 Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ. 6 Obey them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you, but like slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from your heart. 7 Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not men, 8 because you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or free. 9 And masters, treat your slaves in the same way. Do not threaten them, since you know that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no favoritism with him.
EXPLAN:  It’s important to begin with an understanding about the history of slavery. We mostly get our ideas about slavery from our knowledge of US history.  Modern-day slavery actually began in the 15th century, when slaves were systematically kidnapped from Africa (either by their own people or by white traders) and sold into slavery.  The vast majority of slaves were brought to South America or the US, where they were forced to work under cruel and harsh conditions in mines or on plantations for the remainder of their lives… with no opportunity to earn or win their freedom. 
Slavery in the Greco-Roman world of Paul was very different.  Back then, slaves did not come from one race of people.  Most slaves were impressed into servitude as a result of war, where the vanquished became the slaves of their victors.  Others become slaves in order to pay their unmet debts. Jesus refers to that kind of slavery in several of His parables. Sometimes, criminals were sentenced to a life of slavery … while others, came from such great poverty that they were actually sold by family members into slavery just to survive.  Sometimes, pirates kidnapped people and sold them into slavery.  IL: Such was the fate of St. Patrick, who was actually a good Italian boy. Of course, still others became slaves because they were born into it. Unlike modern-day slavery, there was no systematic method to enslave free men and women.  Interestingly, historians tell us that over 1/3 of the Roman Empire was made up of slave labor.
Although some forms of slavery such as rowing on a ship or working in the mines involved poor working conditions and harsh treatment -- this was not the normal situation for slaves in antiquity.  Almost all types and levels of work were performed by slaves.  Their jobs included soldiering, farming, and teaching … serving as a personal tutor, a secretary, or household servant .. some slaves even served as personal advisors or managers of their master’s estate.  In antiquity, slaves were actually considered to be members of the household and the law required their masters to provide them with food, clothing and shelter. Unlike modern-day slavery, in many instances, slaves could own land, save money, and even buy their freedom. Paul alludes to that practice in 1 Corinthians 7. Although masters still had absolute authority over their slaves, who were considered to be property, there were a few laws that provided penalties for mistreating slaves. For the most part, slaves had no legal rights.  The best they could hope for was to be owned by a good master, to stay in his good graces, and to perhaps, one day, be able to earn enough money or favor to gain freedom and become a citizen of Rome. 

We know from the historical records that the early church primarily consisted of people from the lower classes, many of whom would have been servants. So it makes sense that Paul would provide instruction to those who were slaves and to those who owned slaves.  IL: In fact, in Paul’s Letter to Philemon, Paul asked the Philemon to not punish the runaway slave, Onesimus, who had recently became a Christian and came under Paul’s care.  As Paul returned the slave to his master, he not only asked for mercy, but asked that the slave might be let go to serve with him.  You might wonder why Paul didn’t speak out against slavery as an evil.  In one sense, he did when he spoke out against the mistreatment of slaves by their Christian masters.  Yet in another sense, Paul also acknowledged the right to own slaves … just as we might accept the idea of the right to work. 
EMPLOYEE SUBMISSION: Paul’s admonition to Christian slaves begins by telling them to OBEY their EARTHLY MASTERS or OBEY those in authority above you.  Let us not forget that in Christ -- be it male or female, slave or free, God’s Word teaches that we are all of equal value to the Lord .. and that regardless of our stature or rank in this world, we are nevertheless brothers and sisters in Christ.  But while God may see us of equal value and we may be brothers and sisters in Christ, from an earthly perspective, we still have our place and rank, and we are still to respect for those in authority above us.  I find it most interesting that in this admonition to slaves, nowhere does it refer to masters as Christian Masters.  We must therefore, assume, that this instruction for Christian slaves to be obedient to their masters, includes those masters who are pagan as well as Christian.  Regardless of their master’s religious beliefs .. and regardless of how poorly or well that master treats his slave, that slave was to obey his/her earthy master. If we are to understand this teaching about obedience to a higher, human authority, we must first acknowledge two things.  First, God calls us to serve Him in whatever circumstances we may find ourselves.  This is why the Apostle Paul wrote, Each one should remain in the situation which he was in when God called him. 1 Cor 7:20  AP: You don’t have to become a missionary, pastor, or work in a church or para-church organization to serve God. You can and are to serve God wherever you find yourself.  Remember, we are all priests and there is no separation between the sacred and the secular.  Second, we obey those in authority above us because Christ commands it of us.  We DO NOT SIMPLY OBEY those in authority above us because they deserve it or because they inspire it .. although, God knows we hope and pray that both are true.  We obey those above us out of obedience to God who commands it of us.  In this way, we honor and glorify God.  This is why it says, Obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, JUST AS you would obey Christ. AP: The companies we are employed by and the bosses we work for may not be as ethical or as deserving as we would like them to be or as they should be.  But unless they ask us to do something against the revealed will of God or against the Law, we are commanded by God to obey them as we might obey Jesus, himself.  IL: I’ve known Christians who have left their job because they couldn’t condone what their company was doing … And I’ve known other Christians who have remained in similar circumstances in order to leaven the loaf and bring some of their Christian values to bear into their companies through their example and influence. Both were right … neither was wrong .. because the people I knew earnestly sought the Lord’s leading in what they did.  There is no one principle that fits all.  What is important is that your faith inform your decision and your actions. 

The Bible goes on to say that we are to treat those above us with a proper RESPECT for their authority, FEAR of displeasing them, and with SINCERITY or SINGLENESS of heart. And, we are not to do so only when our masters are watching … but we are to do so, working hard all the time, even when they are not watching.  We are to be trustworthy and serve wholeheartedly, just as we would serve God -- recognizing that our work testifies to the Lord’s love, influence, and power in our life.  When it comes to serving your boss wholeheartedly, I want to provide a little pragmatic advice here.  EX:  I want to be clear that asking your boss questions is not necessarily a sign of disrespect for his/her authority.  But I will say that there can be a fine line between asking questions and challenging authority.  EX:  When you ask questions of your boss, if your attitude is genuinely one of wanting to understand and serve, that’s OK.  Our mental and emotional attitude says a lot about how submitted we are to our boss’s authority. EX:  When you ask questions of your boss, presenting a different idea because you think it might better serve the overall goal as you understand it, that’s OK.  But if it turns into a win-lose for you …if you think you have the better idea … if you step out of your role and into the role of somehow thinking that you get to make that decision and cannot put aside your agenda and focus for your boss’s agenda, it’s NOT OK.  Our willingness to put aside our personal agenda says a lot about how submitted we are to our boss’s authority.  EX:  When you ask questions, if you ask them respectfully of your boss, that’s OK.  Remember, from a scriptural standpoint, respecting your boss is not an option.  Whether or not you think he/she deserves it, you are to always treat your boss with respect.  As we read on in verse 8, the Lord will reward you for this ….. And because it speaks for both slaves or free, this also goes for employers and supervisors as well as employees. 
Action Item:  1) If you have the time, go back over your last job evaluation and ask yourself, “What would Jesus say about it?”  If you haven’t already, set some goals for your work that you think would please your boss and Jesus.  If you don’t have a job evaluation, then ask your boss to sit down with you over a cup of coffee and evaluate your performance as of late.  2) If you are having a problem with someone in authority, take the responsibility to resolve the issue.  Ask for a meeting to discuss the issue, Be tactful and respectful, be sure to discuss it in a mature way.  I encourage you to sit down with another person (preferably a believer and preferably a boss of some type) and ask that person their thoughts on how you might go about it.  Remember, how you go about your work brings the SACRED and the SECULAR together. 
EMPLOYER/SUPERVISOR SUBMISSION:  Paul’s admonition to those who are in authority is to 9 … treat your slaves in the same way. By this, he means that you are to exercise your AUTHORITY over others in ways that would be pleasing to the Lord.  AP:  You do this by SEEKING the welfare of those under your authority and by TREATING them with respect, just as Jesus might do.  Those in authority are further instructed NOT threaten those they supervise.  EX:  That is, we are not to power up and treat those under our authority harshly. Slaves were at the mercy of their master’s mood.  They could be beaten and locked up without reprisal, because they were the property of their master.  Let’s face it, powering up and being harsh with those who are under our authority is not a good testimony to the Lord’s Presence in our life.  EX:  Using fear, shame or intimidation is NOT a good testimony either.  And it is NOT really a very effective way we are to get compliance with our orders. IL: Often times, when people transition from the business world in the church world … they find working with volunteers frustrating.  They often say how they wish they could fire someone .. or hold the power of their paycheck over them.  But the truth is … in companies that only goes so far .. and the employees who are motivated to do their job only by such fear .. generally aren’t going to amount to much anyway. EX: In any work environment, good leaders and managers find ways to positively motivate their people.  They instruct, discipline, are consistent in their expectations, and genuinely care for the those they lead.  Of course, not every person will respond to a positive approach … But as Christians, we have an obligation to NOT power up and to NOT intimidate others to do what we require of them at work. AP: Instead, we must use our position of authority as an godly opportunity to help those in our care .. to SERVE them .. to help them to EXCEL at their work .. TRUST God to help us in this.  EX: Treat those you supervise with respect … always value them as persons .. listen to their ideas and try to implement those ideas, when appropriate .. praise them when praise is due, give credit to them when credit is due .. challenge them to do better … and always give them honest .. even tough feedback, when it is appropriate.  Be consistent in your temperament, in your expectations, and in treating everyone fairly.   
The letter goes on to remind us that we are all slaves in one sense or another .. for we all in the same boat .. that is, we are all under the authority of God .. and we all will be judged accordingly.  This is why it says, know that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no favoritism with him.  IL:  Here, I cannot help but think of the parable of the unjust servant who after begging for mercy from his master and after having received it and even received the grace of his debt forgiven, that slave was not willing to extend that very same mercy and grace that he had received to another slave who begged him for mercy.  When the master found out how unfair and unjust that servant was, Jesus said the master had him brought back him and thrown in jail to rot.  The point is that we are to treat others, even those who are under our authority in the same way that we want to be treated, realizing that one day we will have to account for our actions or lack thereof.  

ACTION ITEM:  Regularly ask the people who work under you how they think you can better serve them – what they need and want from you that will help them to grow and achieve.  Invite honest feedback. Remember, how you go about your work brings the sacred and the secular together.
CCL: Most of us will spend over 100,000 hours of our life on the job. Don’t your think that God wants you to use that much time wisely?  And don’t you think that God wants you to bring honor and glory to Him in that sphere of your life as well?  When it comes to your work, you have the opportunity to bring the sacred and the secular together .. like in no other place.  I’m not talking about being religious … I’m just talking about living out your faith in how you relate to your co-workers and in the work that you do.  May you do it as unto the Lord! Amen.
