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Two Sundays ago when we wrapped up EPHESIANS 5 we received God’s instruction to husbands and wives, and how they’re to mutually love and submit their hearts and lives to one another … following after the model of love and surrender given to us by Jesus Christ, when He willfully surrendered to the plans of God the Father and stepped out of heaven so that He could step into our lives.  Then last Sunday we looked in EPHESIANS 6:1-4 and we heard God’s instruction for us about how to raise our kids up, and about how to honor our parents even when we’re adults.

Have you ever heard something taught in church or on a Bible teaching on the radio or on a CD or in a Bible Study and you thought to yourself, “That’s not hard.  I can do that.  Piece of cake.  Piece of crumb cake.”  I’ve thought those thoughts too.  But then on Monday morning, or the next day, or when you’re back at your dorm or with your friends the next time, it’s a whole different story.  Church is the laboratory, but life is what’s real.  We can learn it in the lab, but we have to live it out in life.

And this struggle to do what is right with consistency and congruity is why we so easily separate our lives into compartments … CHURCH LIFE, SPIRITUAL LIFE, and CHRISTIAN LIFE as one compartment … and then FAMILY LIFE, WORK LIFE, and REAL LIFE, as another compartment.  And the more separated we’re able to keep the two, the more successful we talk ourselves into thinking that we’re being.  But we’ve got it all wrong.  I love how 20th-Century British author, theologian, and scholar Dorothy Sayers writes about this in her now classic book Creed or Chaos? …

In nothing has the Church so lost Her hold on reality as in Her failure to understand and respect the secular vocation.  She has allowed work and faith to become separate departments … she has forgotten that the secular vocation is sacred … how can anyone remain interested in a religion that seems to have no concern with nine-tenths of life?

You and I spent a huge amount of time working in our chosen field or vocation, and while the church hasn’t done that great of a job at talking with us about how our Christianity should be integrating with and impacting our vocational lives, the words of the Apostle Paul found in EPHESIANS 6:5-9 offer God’s instruction to us beyond marriage, and beyond parenting, and let us know God’s heart about … Discovering what God-honoring employers and employees look like.

EPHESIANS 6:5-7 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

5 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 eye-service, 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,

For Paul, a former professional Jew called a PHARISEE, the important questions about life and faith always intersect at the intersection of ATTITUDES and ACTIONS.  As a PHARISEE, Paul always focused on trying to do THE RIGHT RELIGIOUS ACTIONS – thinking that if he could just DO THE RIGHT THINGS God would be pleased and his relationship with God would be solidified.  But now, as a follower of Jesus Christ, Paul realized that what was more important than his ACTIONS were his ATTITUDES … because Paul had discovered what we all need to figure out …

RIGHT ACTIONS WILL FOLLOW RIGHT ATTITUDES MORE FREQUENTLY THAN TRYING TO GET RIGHT ATTITUDES TO FOLLOW RIGHT ACTIONS.  FIRST THINGS FIRST.

All through the thirteen books and letters he wrote that are in The New Testament, the Apostle Paul’s teachings mirrors the teachings of Jesus Christ as his goal is to get people to focus not on the rightness or the wrongness of any given situation, but on the heart of the person in the situation.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON … The New Testament doesn’t focus on dismantling and restructuring human cultural, relational, economic, political, or even religious systems, which are never ultimately at the root of the mess we’re in.

The issue The New Testament strives to address is THE HUMAN HEART – for THE HEART is where wickedness creeps into even the best of systems, and where true transformation must be experienced.  If our HEARTS remain unchanged, you and I will always find new ways to oppress other people and exert power over them.

When Paul wrote these words and sent them off in a letter to the church at Ephesus, there were at least 6 million slaves in the Roman Empire.  And because in almost all cases, slaves were viewed as less than human, they were most often treated brutally. So do you see how come Paul’s words are shocking when he says, “Slaves, be obedient to those who are your masters”?  I really appreciate the way 20th-Century British priest, theologian and Bible teacher Charles Moule writes in his commentary on EPHESIANS about what’s happening here …

The Gospel found slavery in the world; and in many regions, particularly the Roman and the Greek, it was a very bad form of slavery.  The Gospel began at once to undermine slavery, with its mighty principles of the equality of all souls in the mystery and dignity of manhood, and of the equal work of redeeming love … its plan was - not to batter, but to undermine … so while the Gospel in one respect left slavery alone, it doomed it in another.
Just like when we were in EPHESIANS 4 and I taught that apostle means sent ones, and that modern-day apostles are missionaries and church planters … so too here, the teaching Paul gives us needs some 21st-Century Western world explanation and contextualization.  When Paul tells slaves to obey their masters, he obviously isn’t telling you and I to go out and buy slaves, or to treat our employees the way we usually think of slaves being treated.
The 21st-Century Western world explanation of what Paul is calling you and me to here in EPHESIANS 6:5-9, is to talk with God and listen to God and to be attentive to God’s Word about the kind of employers and employees God wants us to be as Christians.

EPHESIANS 6:5-7 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

5 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 eye-service, 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,

The words fear and trembling in v. 5, carry with them the connotation of respect wrapped up in humility, and even a sense of honor.  And the words sincerity of your heart speak to being without guile and incorruptible … or in other words, having a sense of integrity.  These are all things that we’d love to have our employers say about us in a performance evaluation … but we need to be honest with ourselves about whether or not these are the goals we’re intentionally seeking to live out in who we are and what we do as employees.

I mean it’s one thing to think these kinds of noble thoughts and have these kinds of lofty actions toward our boss and our co-laborers when everything’s going great … but what about the times when your boss seems to overlook you, or takes advantage of you? … what about the times when you’re given an assignment that seems like a dead-end, or that almost sets you up to fail? … what about the times when you’re out target practicing with your hand gun and you put your boss’s picture on the target?

Notice, that Paul doesn’t give us an out here.  “But you don’t know my boss!”  “But you don’t know what it’s like where I work!”  “But you don’t know what kind of employees I have to manage!”  “But you don’t know what how hard it is to respect some of the people I work for and with.”  You’re right.  I don’t know all the details of your work life … and certainly, neither did the Apostle Paul in 64 A.D.  But I know someone who does.  And because our true aim is to first please Him, not our boss, then it’s possible to honor our bosses even when we don’t think that they deserve it. 

I was talking with one of my two younger brothers Scott about this part of Paul’s teaching and he told me that whenever he hires a new employee he always tells them, “Look, I don’t want you to view me as your employer.  I just want you to view me as a really, really good friend, who is never going to be wrong.”  So I guess that’s one way to try and live out what Paul’s calling us to here … what might be called the “sincere-control-method of employer-employee relationships”!
But here’s the deal … when we’re really working for the Lord, we’ll exert as much effort when the boss isn’t looking as when he or she is.  And this is critical … IF YOU PLEASE THE LORD, YOU WILL ALSO PLEASE YOUR BOSS.  AND IF YOU CAN’T PLEASE THE BOSS BY PLEASING THE LORD FIRST, THEN YOU SHOULDN’T BE WORKING THERE IN THE FIRST PLACE.
Throughout my vocational career I’ve had lots of different jobs … lawnmower, warehouse forklift operator, construction site gopher, painter, school bus driver, movie ticket taker, an artist who sold his drawings and prints at Saturday Market in Eugene and in Portland, janitor, church pastor-teacher, Young Life co-director, campus pastor, 7-11 night shift store clerk, welder at the Fischer stove factory, record and head-shop clerk, and more.  And in all these different jobs, there have been many times when I’ve been guilty of OBEYING THE RULES ON THE OUTSIDE, BUT REBELLING ON THE INSIDE … when I’ve conformed my behavior to what was expected of me, but without sincerity of heart …

Look with me at v. 6 … not by way of eye-service, as men-pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart. … Paul goes on to say here that our obedience isn’t to be done by way of eye-service or as people-pleasers … or in such a way that we’re only doing the right thing on our job when we think we’re being watched.  If you grew up watching Leave It To Beaver, then you know what I’m talking about when I call this, the Eddie Haskell Syndrome.

Eddie Haskell was the best friend of Theodore “Beaver” Cleaver’s older brother Wally, and whenever Beaver and Wally’s parents, June and Ward Cleaver were around Eddie shifted into his Eddie Haskell Syndrome:  “Hello Mr. and Mrs. Cleaver.  My, young Theodore is certainly growing up to be a wonderful boy.”  But when June and Ward went out of the room, Eddie went back to who he really was, and how he really talked … “Get out of my way, Squirt!” Eddie would bark at Beaver, as soon as the coast was clear and June and Ward were out of earshot.

You work with people like this … or maybe you’re an Eddie Haskell wannabe … you know what I’m talking about and about the kind of behaviors Paul is telling us as followers of Jesus Christ to avoid because they clearly don’t demonstrate service and surrender to God.

I love the word translated with good will in v. 7 … it’s the Greek word eunoia, and it literally means loyal enthusiasm.  Paul’s saying to us here that when we make the choice to have our minds on our job, and when we focus our gifts and our callings into doing our job with loyal enthusiasm, and with the kind of dedication that involves our body, soul, and spirit … then this is how any one of us, no matter what our job is, can move from being men-pleasers and working with eye-service to being God-pleasers.  And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON … Jesus Christ is our boss and is always watching over us.  Out of a place of loyal enthusiasm, not frustrated allegiance, let’s make it our goal that all of our thoughts, words, and deeds, whether at home or at work, be glorifying to God. 

Let’s look at vv. 8-9 …
EPHESIANS 6:8-9 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

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.
Paul is telling us here that God expects Christian employers to approach their relationship to work the same way He expects Christian employees to.  In other words, God expects Christian employers to treat their employees the way they want their employees to treat them – and to know that God holds them accountable for how they treat their employees.

And this instruction comes with a warning, as Paul tells employers that they’ll be judged by God by the same standards as the employee.  Listen to me … God is in no way impressed by the position or power that an employer may have over his or her employees … because God holds every single one of us equally accountable for how we live our lives, how we carry out our jobs, and how we either choose to live out our faith in the day-to-day stuff of our lives, or how we choose to ignore our faith in the day-to-day stuff of our lives … both as employees and as employers.

ILLUSTRATION … In The Old Testament, a young shepherd boy named David … the boy who came out of the sheep field and into the battlefield to kill Goliath, at first earned the respect of King Saul.  But within a short time King Saul turned into a horrible, demanding, vengeful bully.  In fact, things got so bad, that one day while playing the harp for the King, Saul tried to kill David with a spear … and not just once, but three times!  And you thought you’ve some tough bosses!  I bet you haven’t been used for javelin practice!

So, realizing that “things weren’t going all that great at his job” as the court musician, David went AWOL and fled to some caves, SE of Jerusalem in an oasis-region just West of the Dead Sea, called En-Gedi … and King Saul took off after him with a posse of 3,000 soldiers.  It wasn’t quite fair … but while King Saul had all the manpower, David had God on his side.  And here’s what happened … 

Saul tried to kill David multiple times, but David determined in his heart that he was going to let God set the standard for how he’d respond to Saul, and not let revenge, anger, resentment, or bitterness get the upper hand.  And so one day when Saul took a nap in the exact same cave where David was hiding, David’s friends said, “God has delivered Saul over to you.  Cut off his head.”

But David only cut off a piece of Saul’s robe, and then later used it as a bargaining chip, to show Saul that when he had the opportunity to kill him, he’d chosen to let him live, and that he’d invited God to teach him the lessons he needed to learn about patience, trust, maturity, compassion, and about depending on God as his source, his character, and his decisions instead of anyone else.

If you’re here this morning and you’re a boss, OR you’re an employee … let me encourage you to followed David’s example of redemptive compassion in all you do at your job.   Don’t cut off someone else’s head (even when it seems like you have the right too) but instead, with the strength of the Holy Spirit, with the guidance of God’s Word, and with the character of Jesus Christ, choose instead to just cut off a piece of their robe … take the high road and don’t let sinful, evil, unethical, unrighteous behavior set the standard for how you’re going to respond … instead, choose to surrender yourself to be an instrument in God’s hands … learning lessons yourself and teaching others the lessons God has for them by your willingness to surrender to God’s will and God’s plans.  And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON … As Christians, God brings people and circumstances into our lives for His reasons and His purposes.  When we cut off heads instead of cutting off a piece of a robe, we always end up missing the lessons God wants us to learn, and in the end, we usually forfeit the blessings and instruction God wants to give us.

If you choose to not despise the days of small things (ZECHARIAH 4:10), but remain FAITHFUL whatever your job is, whether it would be described by the world as important or less important, God will bless you.  Have you ever thought about the difference between FAITHFULNESS and QUALIFICATION, and what God values most when it comes to how we live out our lives of faith in our homes, at school, on our jobs, and in our relationships?

QUALIFICATION is what we put on our resume.  FAITHFULNESS is what measures our ability and our willingness to do our work, all of our work as unto the Lord.  A whole lot of the time we put 90% of the importance on QUALIFICATION and 10% of the importance on FAITHFULNESS.  But that’s getting it all wrong.  

Gang, God values FAITHFULNESS much more than He values QUALIFICATION.  Because when we put FAITHFULNESS first, God can get us QUALIFIED to nearly anything that He wants or needs us to do for Him and with Him.  But when you and I put QUALIFICATION first, we’ll hardly ever have the discipline or stick-to-itiveness it takes to learn how to become FAITHFUL people.

Friends, even if you show up to work early, stay late, and work hard at your job as unto the Lord like Paul calls us to here in EPHESIANS 6:5-9 — you still might not climb very high on the corporate ladder … but again, remember that you’re not home yet.  That day is yet to come.

ILLUSTRATION … A missionary was sailing home to America after spending forty years in Africa.  On the ship with him was President Teddy Roosevelt, returning from one of his many safaris.  As the ocean liner pulled into the docks of New York City, thousands of people were on the wharf cheering.

Bands were playing.  Reporters were waiting.  And everyone was saying, “Wow!  Teddy Roosevelt killed a rhinoceros and an elephant!”

The missionary turned to his wife and said, “You know, it’s hard to not be just a little bit bitter.  After two weeks of big-game hunting, Teddy Roosevelt receives a hero’s welcome because he killed a rhino and an elephant.  And yet here you and I spent forty years in the jungle, laying down our lives to bring people the good news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and no one’s here to welcome us home.”

His wife squeezed his hand and prayed that God would let her husband know His heart from them.  And then later that night, the Lord spoke to the man’s heart and simply said, “Brother, you’re not home yet.”

Remember that the Christ-led work you do for your boss isn’t primarily for him or for her — it’s for the Lord.  And some of the rewards you receive will be eternal rewards (MATTHEW 25:23).  But also, when we work enthusiastically and wholeheartedly as unto the Lord, we’ll also receive benefits in the here and now.  Throughout the Bible, from The Old Testament to The New Testament, it was those who were already hard at work, whom God called to serve Him in bigger ways.

MOSES was shepherding his father-in-law’s sheep herd on the backside of the wilderness when God called him to travel back to Egypt and tell Pharaoh to let God’s people, the Jews, free from the bondage of slavery they’d been under for over 400 years (EXODUS 3:1).

RAHAB was working the night shift in a house of ill repute when God asked her to take some Jewish spies up to the rooftop and hide them from the special police – and her obedience led her to being included as an ancestor of Jesus Christ (JOSHUA 2)

When the mantle of ministry was passed from ELIJAH to ELISHA, ELISHA was out with a team of oxen plowing a field (FIRST KINGS 19:19).

PETER was out fishing in the Sea of Galilee when Jesus called him to “lay down his nets, and everything else in his life and follow Him” (MATTHEW 4:18).

Even PAUL was busy when God called him – as it seemed like his full-time job was persecuting Christians and even putting many of them to death! (ACTS 9:1, 2).

There’s no such a thing as FULL-TIME MINISTRY or NON-FULL-TIME MINISTRY, as SECULAR or SACRED VOCATION.  There’s only work done as unto the Lord, or work not done as unto the Lord.  All of life is sacred.  So whether you’re working as a pastor, a secretary, a farmer, a plumber, a doctor, a professor, a nurse, a teacher, a homemaker, an engineer, a retired person, or any other job, you’re working for the Lord.  Let’s close by reading EPHESIANS 6:5-9 out of Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase The Message …
EPHESIANS 6:5-9 (THE MESSAGE)

5-9 Servants, respectfully obey your earthly masters but always with an eye to obeying the real master, Christ.  Don’t just do what you have to do to get by, but work heartily, as Christ’s servants doing what God wants you to do.  And work with a smile on your face, always keeping in mind that no matter who happens to be giving the orders, you’re really serving God.

Good work will get you good pay from the Master, regardless of whether you are slave or free.  Masters, it’s the same with you.  No abuse, please, and no threats.  You and your servants are both under the same Master in heaven.  He makes no distinction between you and them. 

Beginning back in EPHESIANS 5:20 and continuing up through EPHESIANS 6:9 we’ve been reading and studying Paul’s instruction to us about the fact that people filled with the Holy Spirit should make better wives, husbands, parents, children, employees and employers … and Paul’s been speaking to us about the natural side of our everyday life.  And now, through the rest of most of this sixth and final chapter of EPHESIANS, Paul will share with us about God’s intent that as His followers, we need to connect with the tools and weapons He’s given us to fight the good fight of faith, and what the role of prayer must be in the life of people seeking to live for Him.

We’ve got a couple more studies in the book of EPHESIANS, and I hope that you’ll come to these final teachings with a sense of joy and expectancy.  Next Sunday I’m going to be doing a heart-to-heart conversational teaching with Larry Stark, one of the brothers here in our flock, whom the doctors have predicted is in the last months of his life due to terminal cancer.

Last month, I had Larry come share with our staff some of the lessons God is teaching him in this important chapter of his life, and it was so powerful that I’ve asked him to  share some of these same insights and truths us all of us on a Sunday morning.  So please keep Larry and Karla in your prayers, and come next Sunday for this meaningful time of worship, God’s Word, instruction, and wisdom.

NEXT SUNDAY … SEEING TRUTH MORE CLEARLY … LARRY STARK AND GREGG LAMM WILL HAVE A CONVERSATION ABOUT WHAT’S COMING INTO FOCUS IN THIS PIVOTAL CHAPTER OF LARRY’S LIFE.

COME PRAYING AND EXPECTING!
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