Letters to the Front Lines #18

“Shining Bright in a Dark Situation”

1 Timothy 6:1-2

Back in the turbulent summer of 1968, the Rascals released a song entitled, “People Got to Be Free.” The chorus said,
All the world over, so easy to see,
People everywhere, just wanna be free!

Listen, please, listen—that’s the way it should be,

Peace in the valley, people got to be free.

It became a big hit spending five weeks atop the Billboard Pop Singles chart, and eventually sold over 4 million copies. Christian artists DeGarmo & Key covered this song on their final album, To Extremes, recorded in 1994.
 I believe this resonated with people during the civil rights era, its message of freedom popular throughout human history.

Somewhere inside most of us is the desire to be free. We feel it most when we are forced to do someone else’s bidding. And if the demands of those in authority are bad enough, the longing for freedom will eventually become a mobilizing force. Whole peoples have fought for it. Individuals have left the relative security of large companies for the freedom to be found in running one’s own business. Yet many discover that the road to freedom is a hard one, and that freedom carries with it new constraints and responsibilities that are often more frustrating than any previously endured.

In the first century Roman Empire, freedom was cherished though not common. There were sixty million slaves throughout the Empire,
 with as many as one third of the populations of large cities such as Rome, Corinth, and Ephesus were slaves.
 I’m sure they would have joined in the chorus, “People everywhere, just wanna be free!”

The New Testament was written in this context, and the issue of slavery appears often in its pages. As we continue our study of 1 Timothy, we see Paul addressing slaves at the beginning of chapter six. 

By the time of Paul, slavery had been around a long time, dating as far back as recorded human history. In the Roman Empire, slavery had become a state-sponsored institution, complete with detailed legal codes, sophisticated economic procedures, and complex social customs. But we should not mistakenly equate the slavery in the Roman Empire with the slavery in the first century or so of the United States of America.

In Greco-Roman households slaves served not only as cooks, cleaners, and personal attendants, but also as tutors of persons of all ages, physicians, nurses, close companions, and managers of the household. In the business world, slaves were not only janitors and delivery boys; they were managers of estates, shops, and ships, as well as salesmen and contracting agents. In the civil service slaves were not only used in street-paving and sewer-cleaning gangs, but also as administrators of funds and personnel and as executives with decision-making powers.

Roman law considered slaves to be property. A slave could be owned, traded, or sold like a beast of burden. A slave could not legally marry, bring a suit against someone in court, inherit property or money, or do anything without his or her master’s consent. While slaves received more severe punishment for crimes than their freed counterparts, they did enjoy some legal protection from excessive abuse, not unlike our laws against animal cruelty. Enforcement, however, was inconsistent.

On the bright side, slaves could own property, which they legally controlled without interference from their masters. Some even acquired their own slaves, whom they sold for a profit. Slaves also could accumulate wealth and then use it to purchase their freedom, a common method of wiping out debt and reentering free life with advanced social status.

Legally, slaves occupied a decidedly subordinate status in Roman society; but socially, they often rose to relatively high ranks. In fact, few could distinguish slaves from freeborn workers-for-hire, who carried out the same kinds of duties.
 From outward appearance, it was usually impossible to distinguish a slave from free persons. Slavery was often preferred to freedom because of the security it offered. A slave could be a custodian, a merchant, a C.E.O., and even a government official.

By the time of the Christian era and the writing of 1 and 2 Timothy, sweeping changes had been introduced that radically improved the treatment of slaves. Slaves under first-century Roman law could generally count on eventually being set free. This was called manumission. Very few ever reached old age as slaves. Inscriptions indicate that almost 50 percent of slaves were freed before the age of thirty.

Slaves were one group in the early church that had been especially drawn by the freedom that Paul’s gospel promised. The apostle announced: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free” in Galatians 5:1. And he said that in Christ the distinction between slave and free had (in some sense) ceased to exist in Galatians 3:28.

And so in 1 Timothy 6 Paul addresses slaves in the church at Ephesus:

All who are under the yoke of slavery should consider their masters worthy of full respect, so that God’s name and our teaching may not be slandered. Those who have believing masters are not to show less respect for them because they are brothers. Instead, they are to serve them even better, because those who benefit from their service are believers, and dear to them. These are the things you are to teach and urge on them.

In short, Paul is encouraging these slaves to be shining bright in a dark situation. Let’s take a look at how and why.

A Proper Respect 

Paul first tells the slaves that they should show their masters a proper respect. He begins in verse one, “All who are under the yoke of slavery should consider their masters worthy of full respect…”
The expression “under the yoke of slavery” draws attention to the fact that many masters regarded their slaves as little more than cattle. It focuses on the social conditions of the contemporary world.
 This may also reflect the oppressive rule of an unbelieving master over a slave who is a believer.
Jesus used the idea of “yoke” spiritually and elevated the notion (though not the practice of slavery) in His famous invitation in Matthew 11:29-30, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light.”
 For some to whom Paul addressed, though, the yoke of slavery was hard.
This was no excuse, though, for slaves to use their new found freedom in Christ as an excuse to disobey or defy their masters. They needed to learn that their spiritual freedom in Christ did not alter their social position, even though they were accepted graciously into the fellowship of the church.

And so these slaves “should consider their masters,” even though they are unbelievers, to be “worthy of full respect.” That is, they will treat them with respect because they consider them worthy of respect, which they are as human beings, irrespective of their behavior. Every human being is worthy of honor, even pagan slave owners, because they have been made in the image of God. Once we perceive the intrinsic worth of human beings by creation, and therefore recognize them as worthy of honor, all our relationships are enriched and ennobled.

That word “consider” means “to think,” “to regard”—this is a choice on the part of the slave, a decision of his or her will. Regardless of outside circumstances, slaves were being encouraged to alter their thinking to accept that their masters were better than they actually behaved.
 These Christian slaves are to have an inner attitude of genuine respect for their masters that finds outward expression in word, attitude, and conduct.

Apparently something like this was going on in Ephesus. Non-Christian masters found that formerly profitable slaves had become disrespectful and unprofitable. So their pagan masters blasphemed both the name of God and Paul’s teaching of the gospel—“These Christians are a waste. Lazy, otherworldly, and in their pious way disrespectful. Mine doesn’t hold a candle to the other slaves. Some teaching in that gospel! It takes a good man and makes him worthless.” This gathering smog of disrespect was dimming the glow of the Ephesian church, quenching the light of the gospel.
 Paul charges Timothy to challenge them to treat even unbelieving, unpleasant masters with respect.

In verse 2, Paul addresses those slaves whose masters are fellow believers: “Those who have believing masters are not to show less respect for them because they are brothers. Instead, they are to serve them even better…”
The danger here is that a Christian slave might take advantage of his master because both are saved. “My master is my brother!” a slave might argue. “Since we are equal, he has no right to tell me what to do!” This attitude would create serious problems both in the homes and in the churches.
 Evidently some slaves were guilty of this twisted reasoning and were taking advantage of their masters’ faith. Christian employees in Christian firms today sometimes make the same mistake.
 It is a continual danger that a man may unconsciously regard his Christianity as an excuse for slackness and inefficiency. Because he and his master are both Christians, he may expect to be treated with special consideration. But the fact that both master and man are Christian does not release the employee from doing a good day’s work and earning his wage. The Christian is under the same obligation to submit to discipline and to earn his pay as any other man.

These slaves should render better service to such masters in return for the better treatment received.
 The faith, love and brotherhood that unite them in Christ, far from being an excuse for neglect, should be a stimulus to service.
 William Barclay writes,

The Christian workman must commend his Christianity by being a better workman than other people. In particular, his work will be done in a new spirit. He will not now think of himself as being unwillingly compelled to work; he will think of himself as rendering service to his master, to God and to his fellow-men. His aim will be, not to see how little can be forced out of him, but how much he can willingly do.

Truth is, everyone is subject to authority. Children have parents. Employees have bosses. Bosses have their superiors. Citizens have governments. Governments have checks and balances. Even those very few who have managed to rise above all human accountability must ultimately answer to God.
 Applying this passage, Christians today must respect the authority of their masters, whether they be superior officers, employers, managers or supervisors, whether they happen to be fellow believers or not. The reputation of Christianity is unavoidably at stake.

The attitudes and ethics commanded in this passage make it clear that servitude is at the heart of the Christian calling. True servitude is Christ-centered, leads us to Christ, and makes us like Christ.
 We ought to give a proper respect to those in authority over us, regardless of whether they are believers or not, even regardless of whether they are fair or not. Respect the position, even if the one holding the position doesn’t deserve it.
A Positive Reflection

The natural question arising from this is, “Why should I?” Paul’s answer at the end of verse one reads, “…so that God’s name and our teaching may not be slandered.” We are to give a proper respect to avoid giving influential non-Christians any reason to defame the Lord or to discredit the gospel.

Slaves in the church who discredit their masters would also discredit the Son of God, whom they have confessed as their Lord. This would cause God and Christian teaching to be spoken ill of (“slandered” or “blasphemed,” Paul’s charge against fellow Jews in Romans 2:24). Timothy should minister to slaves in the congregation in such a way that they recognize and avoid this trap. The temptation to despise, malign, and give minimal service to masters was no doubt just as compelling as contempt for employers is for many today.

Paul elsewhere wrote in Colossians 3:17, “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.” Then in verses 22-24 he wrote directly to slaves, 

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.

As believers everything we do is to be done in the name of the Lord Jesus. The name of God represents His character and reputation. Everything we are as believers is wrapped up in the name of our God.

In verse 2 Paul continues, “Instead, they are to serve them even better, because those who benefit from their service are believers, and dear to them.” Paul calls slaves to offer their Christian masters respect and to serve them all the more, not to avoid punishment, but to accept the circumstance as an opportunity to love a brother. Service, after all, is the cornerstone of Christian virtue. He says, in effect, “Use your position as an opportunity to shower a Christian brother with blessing. Do your work as a gift of service to a fellow believer.”

Stanley Baldwin writes in his book, Take This Job and Love It,
You, of course, are not a slave, and you shouldn’t just roll over and put up with abuse. What we learn from this passage, rather, is that Christians should demonstrate respect for those in authority, no matter what kind of people they are. 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 Practical Relevance 

Let’s conclude with a practical relevance. Although slavery as a formal institution no longer exists in enlightened countries, Paul’s advice on the conduct and attitude of slaves has relevance for us today. In our contemporary social relationships we still work within various kinds of accepted hierarchies. A modern expression of Paul’s basic principle would be that believers employed by others should consider their supervisors as worthy of respect. A negative and carping attitude alienates the non-Christian from the one source of spiritual help. Christians should always outdo unbelievers in anything they attempt. This should especially be the case when both employer and employee are children of God and brothers in Christ.
 In a Roman culture infused with an unrighteous institution of slavery, Paul writes to tell a church how to live with a heavenly perspective. We can apply Paul’s principles here to our own workplaces. God wants to be an integral part of your daily nine-to-five.

Beyond that, though, there is the elephant in the room. To the disappointment and confusion of many in our day, Paul didn’t set his sights on social reform, beginning with the abolition of slavery. As a result, modern critics have accused him of giving tacit approval to the practice. Pro-slavery expositors in the American South even used his letters to argue against abolition.
 

But this question is not as simple as it may seem. One reason Paul and the early missionaries did not go around preaching against the sinful institution of slavery was that such a practice would have branded the church as a militant group trying to undermine the social order, and the progress of the Gospel would have been greatly hindered.
 Simply because of their numbers slaves were always regarded as potential enemies. If ever there was a revolt it was put down with merciless force, because the Roman Empire could not afford to allow the slaves to rise. For the Church to have encouraged slaves to revolt against their masters would have been fatal. It would simply have caused civil war, mass murder, and the complete discredit of the Church.

Even more importantly, Paul’s immediate goal in ministry was not revolutionary change of the social order: it was preaching and teaching the gospel to save souls.
 And that needs to be our focus today. The evils of our world will not be reformed by force or by legislation. The reform must come through the Spirit of Christ into the human heart.

Think about the evils of our culture: abortion, human trafficking, addictions, and violence. Even if somehow we could rid our world of these evils, the people of the world would still be lost and heading for hell. Our goal is not to save our culture but to save souls. Our mission is not to save America; our mission is to save Americans.

And we do that by shining bright in a dark situation. Even as bad as slavery.
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