2.25.2024 Mutual Submission: Master and Slave
So let’s be clear from the get-go!  God NEVER intended one human to OWN another. The Genesis picture is that God created humans as perfect, free, eaual, moral agents, intending them to live and work in His world enjoying its provision and pleasure. But those perfect, unspoiled humans- who only had ONE rule to obey- still blew it. And lest you think too badly about us, as a species,  I remind you that Angels also received the gift of free will; and tradition has it that a third of these beings- who could stand in His presence and look on the face of God- chose to join Satan in his rebellion. So there’s that. 

The act of enslaving another human is clearly evil- and it’s low-hanging fruit for those who want to criticize Christianity. If God is so good, why would He allow such a thing?  
God did not intend or allow slavery to happen. 
He self-limited His own sovereignty allowing humans to have Free WILL.  
And with that Free Will, we humans have -on our own- introduced into the world thing after thing, behavior, after behavior that is utterly in opposition to the intentions of God for the world.  Murder- we introduce Murder in Gen 4. Divorce, substance abuse, stealing, the atomic bomb, Reality TV,   Crocks without socks. It’s all too horrible to contemplate: the things we’ve created with our own free will. 

When God calls Abraham and his family into service, he’s a slave owner. Along with other gifts, King Abimelech gives him more male and female servants… Then, toward the end of Genesis, the shoe’s on the other foot as Joseph’s brothers sell him into slavery. While ultimately that works out for Joseph, later all of Israel is enslaved to Pharaoh and Moses has to bring them out. Slavery in the OT is common. And slavery in the OT and NT is a gigantic topic. So I can only offer you the most general overview. 
In the OT slaves were property, but still human.  They belonged to their master and could be treated severely, but the Torah set some limits- If in beating a slave he was permanently injured he was to be given his freedom [Ex21]. If a master killed a slave the master would be punished [Ex21]. 
Parents in financial difficulty might sell a son or daughter into slavery. In the case of a daughter the deal might allow for the Master or a son to marry the girl- but the law was clear that if they did not wish to marry her, she could not be sold to anyone else; and should be released to her family [EX21:7ff]. While selling yourself or your children into slavery was typical, war captives were the most common source of slaves for Israel- and yes the Torah allows for this -while setting some strict parameters for taking a bride from the captives. All this is incredibly foreign to us. It’s horrible, but the fact is that slavery was the norm in that world- but the Torah did set limits unknown to other nations. [The Law stipulates that slaves rest on the Sabbath, they celebrate the festivals, and be freed at the sabbatical year.]
In Rome, slavery  is still the primary way massive amounts of work for governments and households is accomplished. Early in Rome’s history huge numbers of slaves came as captives of war- as many as 30K in one go. Debt-enslavement was common, as was the birthing of future slaves from the slaves you already owned. 

In the whole empire there was one slave to every 5 free men. In the City of Rome it was 1 to 3. Slaves could be freed informally by the writing of a letter, but it was more common for slaves to be freed at the death of their master. Freed slaves had full civil rights and could work to earn Roman citizenship. They were free to go where they liked and could not be seized and re-enslaved.  At one point so many slaves were being freed, the empire put limits on how many could be freed at once. Once freed most worked and married and had families, to the point where it’s thought 5/6 of Roman society was either presently a slave or had been one. Most were employed in households as maids and servants or in the Master’s business but also gang labor in mines and farms. 
Rome, from the ordinary householder, to the business man, to the Imperial palace ran on slave labor. It was a traditional and significant piece of Roman society. Regardless of how we may think of it, it was the way the world worked and NO ONE questioned the process at the time. [not right- but the way of a Fallen World.]
[E.G. Consider those, in other countries, who make our clothes, our cellphones, our sneakers, working for a pittance, or the immigrants that pick our fruit and vegetables that make poverty level wages. We buy the shoes and hats and appreciate the low price of produce at Safeway but most of us don’t spend much thought on how it came to us.] 

Paul, the NT and Christianity in general are often accused of putting a stamp of approval on the enslavement of humans because there’s no righteous indignation about the evil of slavery in the NT  [Despite the fact that Paul encourages Philemon to free Onesimus, and that he counsels Christian slaves: 1Cor. 7:21 … But if you are also able to become free, take advantage of that.]
Wright puts it like this: “Paul could no more envisage a world without slavery than we can envisage a world without electricity.” Think about it: television, cellphones, refrigerators, stoves, automated everything- all from electricity- we can’t imagine how we’d get along without it. “In the same way, the way Paul’s world worked was through slaves providing a critical service in most households…”
Or as Witherington says: “Paul is not endorsing slavery… he is trying to reform an existing institution within the context of the Christian household.”   Slavery exists! That’s the reality. 
And Paul is trying to bring reform to it in the context of Faith in Christ.
Excepting the poorest citizens, all households in the empire had slaves. When those households embraced Jesus as Lord, not only did it change relations between husband and wife and the relations between fathers and children, but OF COURSE, it also changed the relationships between Master and slave.   Why? Because The ground is level at the foot of the cross! Because Jesus died once for all. Because Gal. 3:28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.
In Paul’s day the treatment of slaves and laws regarding it varied from country to country and household to household. Slaves might be valued, trusted, and respected as members of the family; or they might be used and abused in every imaginable way by inhumane masters & mistresses. But lots of slaves in the Roman world came to faith in Jesus. And lots of Masters too.  And while they had established roles in the home, in worship, they were equal before Christ. It’s been written that in this time -as many Roman gentiles were coming to faith- the slave might be leading the worship service the Master attends, teaching the lesson, or serving the Eucharist.
The key to all of this is in 6:9  where Paul reminds the Masters: Eph. 6:9b … both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no partiality with Him. 
The Master also has a Master. And, as it happens the Slave has that same Master. Wherever you are on the social ladder of life- if you belong to Jesus, if you’ve stepped into the circle of Jesus’ authority- then Jesus is your Master first and foremost. 

He is the one you are to serve before all others. You are His slave. [The word “slave” has a lot of historical and social baggage. It makes us uncomfortable- that’s why doulos- which strictly means slave- is more often translated servant. Servant isn’t wrong, but slave is more precise.] 

Paul writes: 1Cor. 7:22 For the one who was called in the Lord as a slave, is the Lord’s freed person; likewise the one who was called as free, is Christ’s slave. 23 You were bought for a price; do not become slaves of people.  Like any slave, you were bought and paid for by the price of Jesus’ broken body and spilled blood. 

In a familiar parable, Jesus says: Matt. 25:21 “His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful slave. You were faithful with a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter the joy of your master.’
And Paul  again…Gal. 1:10b   … If I were still trying to please people, I would not be a slave of Christ. And in Rom 6 Paul reminds them they were slaves to sin, but now slaves to righteousness and he winds it up saying they have been: 22 … freed from sin and enslaved to God…
Again, look at Eph. 6:9b … both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no partiality with Him. Jesus, who is the God of the universe is the Master of everyone who claims to be His disciple. And all are equal before Him. “There is no partiality with Him.” Whatever social ladders humans build, the caste systems we create,  the “cool kids table,” theological cliques, racial segregation- whatever- in the eyes of Jesus, we are all EQUAL in value to Him.  
God does not judge by outward appearance- what the world sees- but by the reality of your heart. “The one, true God is a God of justice and judgment and there’s no pulling the wool over his eyes.” Look at v8. The slaves are told: Look at the work you’re given as if it’s given to you by God. Do the work your master assigns as if it is God’s work- DO NOT PRETEND TO BE WORKING HARD. Because Jesus is your Master and He knows your mind, your motives, and all your actions. And do that…8 knowing that whatever good thing each one does, he will receive this back from the Lord, whether slave or free.
Eternal reward is determined on the exact same scale whether for the slave or the master. No difference – absolute equality before God. 

This is right in line with Jesus’ words in Matt. 16:27 For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done. 

The Christian slave and the Christian Master are BOTH SLAVES of Christ. Both loved equally by Christ, and both are called to be “Imitators of God and to walk in love.”  
Both are called to Eph. 5:21… subject yourselves to one another in the fear of Christ. Both master and slave are equally responsible to King Jesus for their behaviors and attitudes. 

The slave -in this day considered a non-entity with very few rights- is treated by Paul as a moral agent, with responsibility and the ability to act righteously. [This was unknown in the 1st century- so quite remarkable] Paul treats the masters -every head of household- exactly the same way. Both slave and master are expected to: 21 subject yourselves to one another in the fear of Christ [reverance for Christ]. 
Slaves are told to obey their masters “with fear and trembling.” This is not fear of the master’s retribution. It’s reverence for the Lordship of Jesus and our commitment to be faithful to the one who has achieved our salvation. In Philippians [another prison epistle] all Christians are told to 2:12b …work out your own salvation with fear and trembling… Paul’s words to the slaves come under that same heading. 

As slaves who are Christians, they are to submit themselves to the Master by doing their work as if they are doing it for Jesus. No working hard while the boss is looking, then going back to shirking. Because Our Boss in Heaven, the Lord of All, 

KNOWS the reality and will judge accordingly. 

Masters.are told to “do the same things to the slaves.” The slaves are to work as for King Jesus. And the Masters are to oversee the slaves as if they are working for King Jesus. No abuse. No threatening. With goodwill rendering service to those in their employ as to the Lord.  
In John what does the Lord Jesus do before the Last Supper? He washes the Disciples feet.  Then He says: John 13:12 “Do you know what I have done for you? 13 “You call Me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord’; and you are correct, for so I am. 14 “So if I, the Lord and the Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. 15 “For I gave you an example, so that you also would do just as I did for you. 16 “Truly, truly I say to you, a slave is not greater than his master…
John Chrysostom – an early-church Father and brother in Christ- writing on Ephesians in the end of the 4th century specifically wrote that Masters, as Christians subject to Eph 5:21, are actually to serve their slaves- “for the master, himself is a servant.”
Both master and slave are called to integrity that glorifies God and authentically serves others. 

As Gal 3:28 says: In Christ there is no slave or free…all are one. As I said earlier all of us who come to the cross stand on level ground. 

Whoever you are man or women, child or parent, master or slave, in Christ, you are of no less value than anyone else, and you are of no greater value than anyone else for “there is no partiality with Him.” 

A couple observations as we wind this up. First: In Paul’s day slavery was the norm. Nothing he said or did was going to disengage slavery from its critical place in Roman society.  And it likely never occurred to him to try. 

But if the hearts of masters and slaves were changed by the agape-love of God, by the understanding that they were equal before King Jesus, and were called to subject themselves to one another -put the other first, consider the other more important, look out for the interests of the other, as well as your own [Phil2]- out of respect for the Lord Jesus then everything changes. The Master is there to “with goodwill render service to” the slave- like Jesus washing the disciples’ feet. And the slave is there to “with goodwill render service to” the master in sincerity of heart as to Christ. Within their Faith in Christ each is called to serve the One True Master – Jesus- by serving the other. In this Masters and Mistresses become fathers and mothers and slaves become sons and daughters-  all are brothers and sisters in Christ. 

And thus Roman Slavery could be turned on its head- and, really, that’s just a few steps away from realizing that a brother or sister should not own another brother or sister; and then, the whole thing falls apart.
Think of it like this: the whole of Roman society is a Computer. And all these relationships: -husband/wife, Parent/Child, master/slave- are the operating system of the computer. Paul, in writing to these churches, is introducing a “virus” into the system that will, over time, re-write the whole operating system, eliminating all bugs, and glitches until the Computer itself is holy and efficient, and perfect in its operation. 
And lastly, while most of you are retired and no longer in the workforce, I think there are still some excellent principles here for the Boss and the employee. 
As an employee, respect your supervisor- whether they love Jesus or not. Jesus is your Lord and He knows if you are working with integrity or just giving “eyeservice as people pleasers,” -working hard when the boss is looking but napping when she’s not.  Paul is, perhaps, even clearer in his letter to the Colossian Christians: 
3:23 Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord and not for people, 24  knowing that it is from the Lord that you will receive the reward  of  the inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom you serve.  
You may be able to fool the boss. But you cannot fool Jesus- and come judgment day you will be rewarded according to what you have done. 

As a Boss, manager, or supervisor, you must apply the teaching of Phil 2. 
3b with humility consider one another as more important than yourselves; 4 do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. Do not threaten. Do not abuse. While still the manager consider yourself the servant of your employees. Take care of their needs. Find a way to “wash their feet.” 6:9b knowing that both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no partiality with Him.
As we come to the end of this “household rules” section of Ephesians, it becomes fairly clear that we followers of Jesus have forgotten something very important.  We’ve gotten caught up in various quests for power: power over other nations, power in the community, power in the family, power over those who don’t believe as we do, power over slaves or employees and over Masters or bosses, men over women, husbands over wives, adults over children. 

We’ve forgotten that we follow a crucified Messiah- one who came to serve, not to be served, one whose attitude we are commended to imitate. 

We’ve forgotten to subject [ourselves] to one another out of reverence for Christ.
And I think we would do well to remember. 

Eph. 6:5   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 people-pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart. 7 With goodwill render service, as to the Lord, and not to people, 8 knowing that whatever good thing each one does, he will receive this back from the Lord, whether slave or free.

Eph. 6:9   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.

Bonus Scripture
Col. 3:22   Slaves, obey those who are your human masters in everything, not with eye-service, as people-pleasers, but with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord. 23 Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord and not for people, 24 knowing that it is from the Lord that you will receive the reward of the inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom you serve. 25 For the one who does wrong will receive the consequences of the wrong which he has done, and that without partiality.

Col. 4:1   Masters, grant your slaves justice and fairness, knowing that you also have a Master in heaven.
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