Take This Job and Love It #5

“Getting Along With the Boss”

Ephesians 6:5-9
Perhaps you have seen the bumper sticker that proclaims, “My Boss Is a Jewish Carpenter.”  Of course, this refers to Jesus as our Master and Lord.  Wouldn’t it be great, though, if Jesus were really our Boss?  Think about your immediate supervisor at work, or perhaps the store or plant manager there.  How different would it be at your work if Jesus Christ Himself was to be the Boss?

If I may paraphrase an old rhyme, 

To work above for the Boss I love—oh, that would be glory!

But to work below for the boss I know—now that’s another story!

We could probably all share horror stories from the workplace that involves the boss.  I read a couple of them on the Internet this past week:

Meryl Streep’s cold-hearted character in “The Devil Wears Prada” has nothing on real-life bosses gone bad. Consider the boss who gave an employee a written reprimand for “leaving work without permission”—after she passed out in the bathroom and was whisked by ambulance to a nearby hospital.
Or the school principal who forced a teacher to work through the day even after the teacher said her arm was throbbing after slipping on ice outside the school. “He decided there was no way I could have broken my arm, probably just bruised it,” the teacher said. “During first period, my arm hurt horribly, but I continued teaching. But when I reached for chalk, and my fingers would not move, I did go [to the hospital] where my broken arm was set.”


Maybe our tales aren’t as drastic as these, but I’ll bet we’ve all had experiences where we’ve felt like Alice in the Dilbert cartoon:  “Must…control…the…fist…of…death!”  And yet, as Stanley Baldwin writes in his book, Take This Job and Love It,
Your relationship with your boss can tremendously affect your attitude toward your job. If you are going to enjoy your work— and consciously glorify God in it by being a good employee—​you must learn how to relate to your boss.


Two passages from Paul’s letters deal with the employer/employee relationship.  One is found in Ephesians 6:5-9, and the other in Colossians 3:22-4:1.  These are parallel passages—in some verses they are identical word-for-word—but there are also some differences between them that help us gain a greater understanding of each.  


Let’s first look at Ephesians 6:5-9,

Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ. 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. Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not men, because you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or free. 

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. 

Now turn over to Colossians 3:22-4:1,

Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their eye is on you and to win their favor, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord. Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving. Anyone who does wrong will be repaid for his wrong, and there is no favoritism. 

Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master in heaven. 

The apostle Paul was concerned about how Christian slaves related to pagan masters, and also how Christian masters treated their slaves.  We might wonder, “What can these texts possibly have to say to us today?”  A great deal.  All we have to do is interchange the words “employer” and “employee” for “master” and “slave.”
  The Bible can teach us about getting along with the Boss.

The Principle of Constituted Authority

The first step in getting along with the boss is acknowledging the principle of constituted authority.  Nowhere is this more clearly defined than in Romans 13:1-7: 

Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you. For he is God’s servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God’s servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience. This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time to governing. Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor.

All authority comes from God, the ultimate Authority.  While this is not an endorsement of everyone who exercises authority or the legitimacy of how they came into that power, it does mean that the principle of authority is God’s idea.  And, as Leon Morris points out, 

Paul’s point is that Christians are not to see themselves as free to obey duly constituted authority or not, just as they please. Submission to duly constituted authority is a divinely instituted good, not an evil to be endured with as good a grace as can be mustered.
 
While those in charge may like to hear about their constituted authority that comes from their position, but there is another side of that coin that may not be as popular with them.  With the authority granted by God also comes accountability.  Nearly every manager, supervisor, or CEO has an earthly boss, and even those few who do not are still accountable to the ultimate Boss.  Paul writes in Ephesians 6:9, “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.”  It may appear that the boss is beyond reach of anyone, but ultimately they will answer to God for the way they exercised the authority He allowed them to have.

What does this mean for us?  Consider the admonition of Hebrews 13:17,

Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you. 

Does that mean every boss?  What about the unbelieving boss, the incompetent boss, the harsh boss, or the boss that shows favoritism?  The Bible can’t mean that, can it?  Well, take a look at 1 Peter 2:18-21,

Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh. For it is commendable if a man bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because he is conscious of God. But how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it? But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God. To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps. 

This does not mean that we should go along with everything the boss says and does, including the violation of laws or the breaking of God’s standards of morality.  There are times when we must stand on our convictions.  Baldwin writes, 

Your difficult boss may drive you to quit, but as long as you work for him, treat him with respect. It’s not a question of what kind of person he is. It’s a question of what kind of person you are—someone who “is conscious of God.” A Third Party is involved in your relationship with your boss. Both of you will ultimately answer to him. So respect your boss, regardless of his or her behavior, remembering you will answer to God only for yourself.

Let God take care of holding the boss accountable.  We need only to be concerned with our accountability before God for what we do in the situations we encounter.  

The Problems of Conflicting Agendas

Secondly, we need to recognize the problems of conflicting agendas.  Sometimes the conflicts that happen at work occur because the employer and the employee have different perspectives in mind.

One agenda where management and workers often disagree is money.  Recently the news has reported strikes (or threatened strikes) by Broadway stagehands, against a major car manufacturer, and a number of school districts.  In every case, the basic point of contention is money.

Even when the threat of a work stoppage is not on the table, the matter of money can still come between the employer and the employees.  Managers are responsible to maintain the company’s “bottom line,” while workers are (as a rule) interested in getting as much money themselves as they can.

On the one hand, Paul writes in Colossians 4:1, “Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master in heaven.”  Management is responsible before God to treat their workers fairly, and this includes the issue of compensation.  When supervisors or bosses cut corners to make the bottom line look better at the expense of their employees, they will answer for that before God.

On the other hand, sometimes employees see unfairness when it’s not really there.  Jesus tells a parable in Matthew 20 about a landowner who hired some men to work in his vineyard.  They agreed on a wage—a denarius for one day’s work.  (This was a typical wage for that culture.)  Later in the day, the landowner hired more men to work alongside the original hires.  At the end of the day, he called all of the workers together and paid them all a denarius.  The workers who were hired at the beginning of the day began grumbling because the later hires were paid the same as them.  Jesus concludes the parable in verses 13-15,

But he answered one of them, “Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn’t you agree to work for denarius? Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?” [emphasis added]

How often do employees complain about their wages when they are being paid an amount previously agreed upon?  This is not a matter of being underpaid; this is a matter of living with one’s own agreements.

Another agenda that causes friction is that the boss is often a middleman between upper management and employees.  Many supervisors have a precarious juggling act as they try to keep everyone happy.  Jonathan is a biblical example of this in the Old Testament.  His best friend was David, but his father was King Saul.  When those two were getting along, everything was great for Jonathan.  But when Saul turned against David, Jonathan was stuck squarely in the middle.

Before we criticize our boss (or worse), try to understand the position he or she is in.  They may be put at a disadvantage because of decisions or practices or expectations by those above them.  

A third agenda bosses face is mediation, in which they must balance fairness and conflicts between employees.  In some instances, a union or other mediation body may handle such problems, but more often than not, it is the boss that has to sort things out.  It is never easy!

An example of this is seen in Nehemiah chapter five.  (By the way, the book of Nehemiah is a tremendous resource on godly leadership that can be used in the fields of business or government as well as in the church.)  In this case some of Nehemiah’s workers complained of unfair treatment by their fellow Jews.  Nehemiah confronted the issue head-on, set the matter right, and took steps to make sure the solution was enacted.  He did not simply side with one side or the other, but took the side that was right before the Lord.

It’s not always that simple, and not every boss addresses these issues with such integrity.  But we need to realize that our boss is often put in the middle between employees, and he or she may have to decide on a course that will be fair to everyone, and not necessarily the most favorable to us individually.

The Practice of Cooperative Attitudes

So what do we do in light of all of this?  Scripture calls us to the practice of cooperative attitudes in the workplace.

The first attitude we should demonstrate to our boss is consideration.  Referring back to Hebrews 13:17, we need to understand the positions they are in, as they try to balance expectations of their superiors, conflicts between employees, and the bottom line of output and expenses.  Put yourself in their shoes, and it may change our viewpoint.

The second attitude needed is communication.  Though we don’t have time to read the entire texts today, when you have time look up Nehemiah chapter two and Esther chapter five.  Both Nehemiah and Esther had sensitive issues to bring to their respective kings, and in both cases they were very tactful and respectful.  We need to hear again the words of Paul in Titus 2:9-10, 

Teach slaves to be subject to their masters in everything, to try to please them, not to talk back to them, and not to steal from them, but to show that they can be fully trusted, so that in every way they will make the teaching about God our Savior attractive [emphasis added]. 

Finally, there must be compliance.  Over and over we have read from the Scriptures that we are to “obey” or “be subject” to those in authority over us.  When the boss tells us to do something, we are to do it.  (This sounds overly simplistic, but you’d be surprised how revolutionary this idea is in the modern workplace!)  Don’t wait for the boss to tell us to do what we already know we are to do; just do it!  As Oglivie says, “The person in Christ is to be distinguished for his conscientious, industrious integrity.  The Lord is our true Master.”

Another area of compliance has to do with a critique of our work.  Baldwin writes, 

We read in Proverbs, “A rebuke impresses a man of discernment more than a hundred lashes a fool” (Prov. 17:10). Discerning workers think twice about how they react to their boss’s criticism; he or she may possibly have a point. Anyhow, as the old saying puts it, “The boss may not always be right, but he is always the boss.” If we want to get along with the boss, we must consider what he has to say.

Perhaps the best attitude we can adopt toward our bosses is summarized by Robert Mattox in his book, The Christian Employee, “When you look at your boss next week, picture Jesus standing directly behind him. If you can do this for one week, your attitude toward your boss should change drastically.”
 

This is not just a mind game to trick us into thinking a particular way.  It is the truth!  Remember that bumper sticker, “My boss is a Jewish carpenter”?  Remember how we said, “Wouldn’t it be great if Jesus were really our Boss?”  Here’s an insight—He really is!  We don’t have to pretend it; we just have to practice it!

I guarantee it will affect our attitudes and interaction with the boss.  And it will help us take this job and love it!
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