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Slaves & Masters - Eph 5:21-6:9 
Jan 19 - Dave Navarro 

 

INTRO 

In this passage, Paul lays down expectations for wives, children, and slaves. In doing 

so, he says some controversial things around marriage and slavery. How do we read a 

passage like this, and how do we live it out today? 

Open with prayer , then read Eph 5:21-6:9 together as a group. Consider dividing 
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it by paragraph. It’s helpful to all use the same Bible translation. SLC preaches 

from the NLT. 

SERMON RECAP 

1. Intro: Slavery in India 

2. This passage is controversial - how handle? 3 options 

a. Affirm slavery 

b. Disregard Bible 

c. Read more deeply 

3. Principles for reading the Bible more deeply 

a. 1st century or bust 

b. Someone else’s mail 

c. Context matters 

4. Slaves & Slavery 

a. Read 6:5-9. Paul gives instructions that just make slavery more 

tolerable. Why didn’t Paul just say NO MORE SLAVERY? 

b. Is Paul pro-slavery? No! (Eph 1:7,14; Gal 3:28) So we need to read more 

deeply! 

1 Some groups prefer to begin with a longer time of sharing and prayer. This is a good instinct and 
ensures that prayer time doesn’t get shortened by time constraints. 
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c. Household Code goes back to Aristotle. Important in Roman Empire. 

Suspicious if you didn’t follow. 

d. Paul’s not addressing EVERY SLAVE ALWAYS. He’s addressing THE 

EPHESIAN CHRISTIAN SLAVES. 

e. Slavery in 1st century: bad, but being a free peasant was often worse. 

f. Abolition not on the radar. If slaves freed, many would be unemployed 

and homeless. 

g. Christianity a powerless minority group. 

h. So Paul decides his best move is to write a Roman-style household code, 

but build in the values of Jesus. 

5. Paul’s discussion of slaves (6:5-9) 

a. Starts out with mutual submission (5:21), instead of everyone submitting 

to the man of the house. 

b. Slaves to work diligently, and in doing so, to raise appreciation for 

Christianity. 

c. Christian masters not to FREE slaves (since they’d be worse off), but to 

treat slaves well. That’ actually better. 

6. Takeaways 

a. Read more deeply. 

b. Epistemological humility. 

c. Faith belongs in everyday life. 

d. Making the best of it - Christian ethics. 

e. Dignity of all humans 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. Slavery was part of human society for thousands of years, and still is in some 

parts of the world. It is depicted in the Bible. And any time we modern readers 

come across it, we tend to be disgusted. 

a. Read Exodus 21:1-5. How do you think these policies around slavery 

would have compared to those of other nations in the Ancient Near East. 

b. Consider the fact that God gave these instructions to Israel immediately 

after freeing them from slavery (Exodus 1-15). How does that change 

how we read it? 

2. Dave argued that these instructions were for the Christian slaves and masters 

in Ephesus in the first century, and not specifically for slaves today. He said 

that we aren’t reading God’s instructions for everyone always, but rather 

“reading someone else’s mail,” and seeking to learn from it. 

 



3 

a. Do you agree? Why or why not? 

b. Brainstorm all possible ways one could seek to live out Paul’s 

instructions for slaves and masters. 

c. For each possibility, ask: does this reading reflect Dave’s 3 principles? 

(First century or bust / Someone else’s mail / Context matters) 

3. Modern day employment relationships are (hopefully) a far cry from the 

experience of ancient slaves. Are there ways that this passage applies to the 

modern workplace? If so, do we copy the instructions directly? Or do we extract 

principles and then try to live them out in the workplace?  

4. Paul builds the equality and dignity of every human being into his household 

code, which was a revolutionary idea at the time. 

a. Who are the marginalized people groups in 2020 in Canada? Globally? 

b. How can we as Christians seek to honour these people’s dignity more 

fully in how we organize our lives? 

ACT & PRAY 

1. As a group, share areas of praise and need. Write them down so you can be 

praying for them during the week. 

2. Remind yourselves of your Adopt-a-Missionary, and any prayer requests you’ve 

seen from them. Pray also for Abhijit and Mita Nayak, who work with the poor 

in India, a country that still experiences severe human trafficking today! 

3. Spend time praying, either all together, or in smaller groups. Feel free to 

experiment with silent prayer, written prayer, etc. 

 

 


