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SPIRIT-FILLED WORK 
Ephesians 6:5-9 (No. 46) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
May 8, 2016 

INTRODUCTION 

When God first made man, he made man to work. 

Ge 2:15: "The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it." 

Work has been God’s design for mankind from before the Fall.  A great portion of our lives are 
spent working.  And by working, I don’t simply mean working a job. 

But I’m including: 

• Volunteering 
• Taking care of kids 
• Keeping the home 
• Studying for finals 
• Overseeing a business 
• Managing finances 
• Working for an employer 
• Freelancing for clients 
• And so on. 

So we should expect that the Bible would have something to say about work.  And it does.  And 
we’ve come to one of those passages in our study through Ephesians. 

Eph 6:5-9 5 Bondservants, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, with a sincere 
heart, as you would Christ, 6 not by the way of eye-service, as people-pleasers, but as 
bondservants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart, 7 rendering service with a good will 
as to the Lord and not to man, 8 knowing that whatever good anyone does, this he will receive 
back from the Lord, whether he is a bondservant or is free.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. 

 

Now, admittedly, at first glance, this passage doesn’t seem like it applies to anyone of us.  
Legalized slavery is not something we Americans deal with except in the history books.  
However, I do believe that the principles from these verses apply to our work situations—
whatever they are—for several reasons. 

One, none of the principles that Paul commands governing the behavior of slaves in vv. 5-8 are 
unique to slaves.  A closer look at the principles Paul gives reveals that the principles are much 
broader and encompass many forms of work.  He’s simply applying those principles to a 
particular situation common in his day. 
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A second reason I think these verses apply to our work situations is that no work is mere work. 
All work is a way to serve Christ (as we’ll see).  So if these principles Paul gives apply to the 
awful working conditions of slavery, how much more should we seek to live out God’s will in 
better working conditions? 

And, then, a third reason these verses apply to our work today is historical.  I could give an 
entire teaching on what slavery was like in Paul’s day. But a few comments will suffice.  We 
should note that slavery in Rome wasn’t like slavery in early America. 

• American slavery was primarily racial, involuntary, and lifelong. 
• Roman slavery was not racial, sometimes voluntary, and not always lifelong. 

Slavery was also much more widespread then. 

• Some have estimated that 60 million or more slaves occupied the Roman Empire. 
• In major cities like Ephesus, 1/3rd of the population was likely slaves. 

It was also much more baked into society. 

• One writer states: “Slavery was a fact of economic life so completely accepted as part of 
the labor structure of the time that one cannot correctly speak of the slave ‘problem’ in 
antiquity.” 

• Another states: “In the Greco-Roman world, slavery was so much a part of life that 
hardly anyone thought about whether it might be illegitimate.” 

Slaves didn’t just do the menial work—the hard labor. They did all kinds of work—including 
oversight and management and most professions.  You wouldn’t be able to identify a slave by 
looking at them. Nothing by race or speech or occupation could identify them.  Some slaves were 
more educated than their masters.  Slaves could own property. They could even own other 
slaves. Slaves were allowed to save money and even purchase their freedom.  No slave class 
existed—slaves were present in all but the highest economic and social strata.  By thirty, many 
gained freedom.  Were slaves abused? Many of them were. Harsh treatment, beatings, 
whippings, chains—this was all common.   

But slaves were also expensive to own.  An unskilled slave might cost 500-600 denarii. A denarii 
is a day’s wage. So one slave could cost 2+ year’s wages.  A skilled slave might cost 2,000 
denarii or 6-7 years of wages.  So killing or disabling a slave would be costly and curbed some 
abuses. 

Slaves in rural areas were generally treated worse than those in urban areas, where many slaves 
rose to high ranking positions.  But not all slaves were mistreated.  Yes, they were considered 
property, but the Roman mind thought of them as property with personhood (an owned person).  
We certainly don’t want to downplay the ugliness of the slave system.  But we also should 
acknowledge that it was much different than we typically think.  It was more deeply embedded 
into the economic and social system than American slavery.  Nearly every law in the Roman 
books touched on slavery in some sense.  So we have to think of their world with much more 
complexity to the situation. 
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So for Paul to give instructions to slaves would be for him to say something directly about the 
labor system many Christians were part of.  And so, again, the principles can be pulled over to 
our labor system as well. 

As we turn to the passage at hand, we remember that Paul is explaining what Spirit-filled 
relationships look like in the church.  We’ve been studying the marriage relationship and the 
parent-child relationship.  Now, we learn what Spirit-filled work relationships look like.  In 
verses 5-9, we see 7 characteristics of Spirit-filled workers. 

First. . .  

I. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS ARE TO WORK WORSHIPFULLY 

Paul begins with instructions to slaves (workers) 

v. 5: Slaves/Bondservants, obey your earthly masters  

The main command is to ‘obey.’ The rest of the passage through v. 8 tells us how they are to 
obey.  I want you to notice the most striking feature of this passage: 

What stands out is how Christ-centered it is. 

• v. 5: “Slaves, obey your earthly masters. . . as you would Christ” 
• v. 6: “obey. . . as servants of Christ” 
• v. 7: “obey rendering service with a good will as to the Lord” 
• v. 8: “this he will receive back from the Lord” 
• v. 9: “knowing that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven” 

Every verse focuses on Christ.  For Spirit-filled Christians, all work is to be done in light of their 
relationship to Christ.  Work for bosses and others who have authority over us as if we were 
working for Christ himself.  We Christians are, after all, all slaves of Christ. He is our Master 
and our ultimate allegiance is to him.   

So for Christians, the dividing wall between the sacred and the secular falls.  Wherever we are, 
we are to serve and worship Christ, even as we serve our employer.  Because we serve others “as 
we would Christ,” we go to work in worship.  We worship on Sunday morning and we worship 
on Monday morning.  Our worship doesn’t stop when the music turns off Sunday at noon.  
Because we go to work worshipping Christ, we’re not tempted to worship our work or worship 
ourselves in how skillful we are at work.  We learn from this passage that we are Christ’s 
servant. And therefore what’s important in life is not WHO you are, but WHOSE you are.  
Christians—whether slave or free—belong to one who has far greater authority and honor than 
the most powerful person on the planet.  We serve the greatest Master of all.  And our status and 
honor ultimately derives from belonging to Christ. 

• We don’t get our approval from the job we have. 
• We don’t get our esteem from the achievements we’ve accomplished. 
• We don’t get our honor from the number of degrees we have. 
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• We don’t get our respect from the amount of money we make. 

We rest in the truth that we are Christ’s—and that’s what’s most important in life. 

• So you can work hard in the home for a husband who doesn’t appreciate all you do. 
• You can work hard at the office for a boss who doesn’t notice or recognize your efforts. 
• You can labor long as a volunteer behind the scenes when no one sees you. 
• You can go above and beyond for the customer who never says thank you. 

We don’t live for any of those things.  But all the while—in all those things, through all those 
things—we are to worship our Lord by doing all our work as to the Lord.  We see here the secret 
to happiness in our work—whether at home or at the shop or in the classroom—and the secret: 

• Isn’t a fabulous Mother’s Day 
• It isn’t a better paycheck 
• It isn’t more vacation time 
• It isn’t a promotion 
• It isn’t an A for the course and praise for our dissertation 
• It isn’t a little more applause and appreciation 

We’ve learned the secret of having Friday evening joy on a Monday morning. . . and the secret is 
to worship in your work—whatever it is we do.  The secret is to live out Col 3:17: "And 
whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to 
God the Father through him."  We worship the Lord in our work.  And when that happens—no 
one can steal your joy even when the work is hard, tiring, and thankless.  Whether the work is 
menial and trivial or the work is skilled and great, we must learn to sanctify the common by 
glorifying the Son.  When you do that, you reverse the curse on work. 

Sin didn’t create work. We were made for work before the Fall. But sin did curse work and make 
it difficult and wearisome.  But when you go vertical with work by turning all work into work for 
Jesus—then you begin to unwind the curse through your worship.  When you worship Jesus by 
working for him, you can: 

• Wash another dish 
• Do another load of laundry 
• Make another sales call 
• Perform another oil change 
• Write another paper 
• File another report 

You can do all that with a kind of excellence and conviction and (dare I say even) a settled joy, 
rather than week after week moaning and murmuring about Monday mornings.  The Lord Jesus, 
who said he ‘came not to be served, but to serve,’ provides your example when it’s time to clean 
the floors.  Jesus was eager to lay down his life, his LIFE—much less take up the vacuum—for 
the ones he loved.  If you learn to connect paying the bills or bathing the kids or making the 
copies or showing up on time with serving for the Lord’s sake, so that his love is seen through 
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you in your sacrificial love for them, and his light shines through your deeds, and he gets the 
glory, and his kingdom is advanced, then you’ve learned to worship in work.  If you’ve learned 
to make that connection.  Then, work is not drudgery, it’s opportunity. 

This first characteristic of Spirit-filled work—to work worshipfully—is THE overarching 
principle of Christian work.  You have not learned to work as a Christian until you’ve learned 
this.  The rest of the characteristics of Spirit-filled work follow from this one. So we see the 
second principle in v. 5. . .  

II. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS ARE TO WORK RESPECTFULLY 

v. 5b: obey your earthly masters. . . with fear and trembling 

At first glance, this appears to support a kind of terror.  And, it’s true that these two words 
together can be used to describe terror.  For example, in the Septuagint (the Greek OT in Paul’s 
day), these two words are used to describe the dread the Canaanites felt when Israel entered the 
land to conquer them.  But these two words can also be used in what we might call a softer sense. 
For example: 

• Ps 2:11: "Serve the Lord with fear, and rejoice with trembling." 
• Php 2:12: " work out your own salvation with fear and trembling," 
• 1 Co 2:3: "I was with you in weakness and in fear and much trembling," 
• 2 Co 7:15: [to the Corinthian church] "you received [Titus] with fear and trembling." 

So when Paul used these words together, he had this softer sense in mind.  Depending on the 
context, it means to have an attitude of reverence or awe or deep respect.  Here in Ephesians, he 
means that workers should have a kind of deep respect for those in authority over them.  This 
attitude of deep respect for those in authority doesn’t necessarily come about because of the 
authority’s honorable character.  It’s unqualified here—whether they have honorable character or 
not.  The deep respect comes from the principle found in the Scriptures that God establishes 
authorities and we should submit to them because we submit to God, who established them. 
For example: 

Ro 13:1: " Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority 
except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God." 

The four authorities that God has established on earth are: 

• Government over citizens 
• Church over believers 
• Parents over children 
• Masters/Bosses over employees 

Tit 3:1: " Remind them to be submissive to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for 
every good work," 
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1 Pe 2:13-14: " Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether it be to the 
emperor [Nero!] as supreme, or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to 
praise those who do good." 

So employees of companies with policies and procedures are to be submissive to authorities (so 
long as they don’t require us to disobey God’s word; Acts 5:29).  And remember that that’s 
exactly the reason Paul is teaching on the relationships between husbands and wives, children 
and parents, and masters and slaves.   

All of his teaching on these three relationships is really an expansion of 5:21: “be filled with the 
Spirit. . . submitting to one another out of reverence [=fear] for Christ."  Spirit-filled believers 
are submissive to those in authority over them.  Spirit-filled Christians submit to one another 
according to the various roles we have.  So the call for Christians is to have an attitude of respect 
for their boss or others in authority over them.   

Third, we must also work sincerely. . .  

III. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS ARE TO WORK SINCERELY 

v.5: obey your earthly masters. . . with a sincere heart, as you would Christ, 

‘Sincere heart’ means to have a singleness of heart.  It means to work with integrity, with purity 
of motives; not working under false pretenses.  It means to be innocent of scheming and deceit 
and cutting corners.  Christians are to be the most honest workers.  We are to be the ones with 
the utmost integrity.  When someone has to be trusted, we should be the ones entrusted.  We are 
to have a single-heartedness to do what is right in all circumstances. 

He says, ‘as you would Christ.’  You wouldn’t think of lying to Jesus.  If Jesus were your boss, 
you wouldn’t think of manipulating your sick days or time sheets.  If he were your customer, you 
would never work dishonestly.  Work, then, as if Jesus were your supervisor. 

Next. . .  

IV. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS ARE TO WORK DILIGENTLY 

v. 6a: not by the way of eye-service, as people-pleasers, but as (bond) servants of Christ,  

Paul coined this term ‘eye-service.’  It literally is just these two words in Gk joined together.  It 
has the idea of working hard only when people are looking.  Or working just to be seen.  
Working to impress or attract attention.  It’s the kind of working that makes sure everyone 
knows you’re working.  Eye-service work is done to be thought well of by others—it’s a kind of 
people-pleasing.  It is work motivated by seeking people’s praise. 

Bosses know that ‘when the cat’s away, the mice will play.’  When the supervisor isn’t there or 
the professor isn’t in the room, a temptation can arise to cut a corner or cheat a little bit.  This is 
eye-service.  We can take great pains to let our co-workers know how hard we worked on a 
project; or let our spouse know how much we did for the family today.  And our motivation in it 
all might be nothing other than praise-seeking.  If you work for eye-service, what will happen 
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when people don’t appreciate you as much as you think you deserve? What happens when you’re 
passed over for the promotion?  You’ll grow bitter or resentful or angry or depressed.  But what 
if you had been working for Christ all along?  As I said before, if your status and honor 
ultimately derives from belonging to Christ, then it matters less what recognition you get from 
others.  There are many forms of eye-service, but Sprit-filled Christians are to be motivated 
differently.  We are bondservants (or, slaves) of Christ.  Our motivation to do a good job and 
work hard is that we are in fact working for him. 

A fifth characteristic of Spirit-filled Christian workers is earnest work. . .  

V. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS ARE TO WORK EARNESTLY 

v. 6b-7: doing the will of God from the heart, rendering service with a good will as to the Lord 
and not to man, 

We are to do as God would have us (do God’s will)—in whatever kind of work we’re involved 
in—‘from the heart.’  Literally, “from the soul.”  It means ‘wholeheartedly’ – putting your heart 
and soul into it. 

Earnest work means that: 

1) We are committed. 

Where are the people today who follow-through and see-it-through to the end?  When it gets 
tough, we’re still devoted. We’ll get it done. 

2) We are enthusiastic. 

We approach work with a kind of glad-heartedness: here is an opportunity to make my Master in 
heaven look good by the way I perform my duties. 

3) We are generous. 

The difference between giving and generosity is sacrifice. We come ready to make a sacrifice. 
We aim to be generous with our time, resources, and abilities. 

We want to help others. We ‘render service with a good will’ (or maybe better, ‘with goodwill.’) 

We are generous like we’re giving to the Lord himself. 

Sixth. . .  

VI. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS ARE TO WORK EXPECTANTLY 

v. 8: knowing that whatever good anyone does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether he is a 
slave or free. 

This verse functions as a motivation clause in these instructions to slaves.  The divine reason to 
do good is reward.  This verse teaches that the Lord will reward you for the good that you do. 
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And the Greek is emphatic—WHATEVER good anyone does. (‘anyone’ refers to Christians; 
he’s writing to Christians).  This verse is worth a teaching just by itself because the church has 
lost the idea that God rewards believers for the good works they do.  And it’s unfortunate 
because God means for this truth to be a great motivator. 

We can’t go into great depth, but briefly, we, of course, have to start by saying that salvation is 
not according to works—salvation comes by faith.  You don’t get saved by works at all. 

Paul said this in Eph 2:8-9: "For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast." 

So salvation is not by works, but the judgment for rewarding believers and punishing unbelievers 
is by works. 

Ro 2:6-8: "He will render to each one according to his works: to those who by patience in well-
doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life; but for those who are 
self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath and fury." 

Now, Paul is teaching believers here in Eph 6:8. So he has believers’ eternal rewards in mind 
here. 

That’s also true of 2 Co 5:10: "For we must all [believers] 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." 

The ‘judgment seat’ is sometimes called the bema seat (Gk transl); it’s the term for the elevated 
platform where Olympic athletes received their crowns after victory.  At the judgment seat of 
Christ, believers are rewarded in some way based on how they lived their lives.  Now the 
judgment seat isn’t to punish believers. It’s only to weigh what a Christians ‘has done in the 
body’ and sort out the useful from the useless.  The word ‘evil’ is an unfortunate translation. The 
NAS and others have it better: “good or bad.” It’s the word for useless. It doesn’t mean morally 
evil here.  Our sin has been dealt with on the cross, so there isn’t a second judgment for our 
sins—they have been paid in full.  He’s saying that some of our deeds have eternal value (good 
things) and others have no eternal value (bad).  What we do now impacts eternity in some way. 
Our rewards in heaven are impacted by how we live our life now. 

So Paul is giving comfort to workers.  He’s saying that even if your boss doesn’t reward you for 
the good that you’ve done, your Master in heaven sees you and will reward you.  It’s like what 
Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount: 

Mt 6:5-6: " “And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites. For they love to stand and 
pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by others. Truly, I say to 
you, they have received their reward. But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door 
and pray to your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you." 

All that time spent praying and no one knows. Well, God knows and he will reward you.  And all 
that work you’ve done and no one knows. Well, God knows and he will reward you.   
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Finally, Paul gives a word to those in authority. In his context, he gives an exhortation to masters 
of slaves.  But again the principle can be applied to supervisors as well.  Since supervisory work 
is still work, we count it as the seventh and final characteristic of Spirit-filled work. . .  

VII. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS ARE TO WORK FAIRLY 

v. 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. 

To supervisors, Paul’s main command is ‘do the same.’  In other words, the same attitudes of 
slaves outlined in the previous verses should characterize masters.  It’s sort of a golden rule. If 
you want to receive respect, show respect. If you want to receive service, give service.  And then 
Paul adds “and stop your threatening.”  Literally, “cut off your threatening.”  Masters in those 
days used threats to keep their slaves loyal.  We know bosses today who do the same.  They may 
use the means of manipulation or demeaning speech.  But the point is the same: all that should 
cease.  And then two reasons are given for Spirit-filled supervisors to stop threatening. 

First, “knowing that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven.”  The point here is that 
both the Christian supervisor and the Christian employee have a common Master in heaven and 
both are accountable to him.   

Second, “knowing. . . that there is no partiality with him.”  In other words, God is a fair judge 
between you and the slave and God will not favor you over the slave.  God is not partial. He 
doesn’t show an unfair bias in favor of a class of people. 

Dt 10:17: "For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great, the mighty, and the 
awesome God, who is not partial and takes no bribe."  

So Spirit-filled supervisors are to treat their employees with fairness. 

CONCLUSION 

Review 

So the 7 characteristics of Spirit-filled workers are: 

• Worshipful work 
• Respectful work 
• Sincere work 
• Diligent work 
• Earnest work 
• Expectant work 
• Fair work 

Do these characteristics describe the way you work?  If not, the first thing to do is repent.  The 
second thing to do is to ask God for help.  Ask him to help you grow in these areas as you yield 
yourself to the Spirit.   
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