
WORKING FOR AN AUDIENCE OF ONE 

Ephesians 6:1-9 
 

Big Idea: When Jesus is our true Master, every relationship becomes an opportunity 
to serve him. 

SCRIPTURE 
Read this passage slowly. 

Ephesians 6:1-9 (NIV) 
1 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 
2 “Honor your father and mother” — which is the first commandment with a 
promise — 
3 “so that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth.” 

 
4 Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training 
and instruction of the Lord. 

 
5 Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of 
heart, just as you would obey Christ. 
6 Obey them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you, but as slaves of 
Christ, doing the will of God from your heart. 
7 Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not people, 
8 because you know that the Lord will reward each one for whatever good they 
do, whether they are slave or free. 

 
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. 

 

🏛 CONTEXT: SLAVERY IN THE FIRST CENTURY 

When Paul writes to slaves and masters, he is not addressing American chattel 
slavery. Roman slavery was not race-based. It was economically and socially 
structured: people became slaves through debt, conquest, birth, or sometimes 
voluntarily. Roles varied widely, from brutal labor in mines to educated household 
managers with significant responsibility and relative stability. None of this made 
it just. Slavery was exploitative and dehumanizing across its forms. 
Paul does not endorse it here. He is telling believers how to live with integrity 
inside an unjust system they could not immediately change. The gospel he 
preached carried the seeds of slavery’s undoing: “There is neither slave nor free” 
(Galatians 3:28), and his letter to Philemon urges a slaveholder to receive his slave 



back as a brother. Paul addresses the present; the gospel transforms it from 
within. 

 

🔍 A CLOSER LOOK: “FROM YOUR HEART” 

In verse 6, Paul tells slaves to serve “doing the will of God from your heart.” The 
Greek word translated “heart” here is psyche, the same word used for soul, 
meaning the whole inner person, mind and will together. This posture stands in 
direct contrast to what Paul just warned against: obeying “only to win favor when 
their eye is on you.” 
Eye-level obedience is external. It performs when it is watched and fades when it 
is not. Heart-level obedience moves from the inside out. It is consistent because 
the audience it performs for never looks away. Paul is describing a transformation 
of motive, not just behavior. The question is not “what do I have to do?” but “who 
am I working for?” This is only possible because Christ, who served us 
wholeheartedly on the cross, changes our hearts and desires. 

 

WARM-UP 
Q: What is something you do differently when your boss, your parents, or someone 
you respect is in the room? 

 

OBSERVATION 

1.  Look at the instructions for children and fathers in verses 1-4. What specific 
words describe the tone of these relationships, and what do they suggest about 
how a home should feel? 
 

LEADER NOTE 
Help the group pay attention to both sides of the relationship. Children are called to 
honor, not just comply. Fathers are told not to exasperate but to bring up. The language is 
formative, not controlling. The phrase “in the Lord” appears on both sides, which means 
both parties are oriented toward someone above the relationship. A good answer will 
move from the specific words to the feel they create. A home shaped by these 
instructions would feel like a place of dignity, mutual responsibility, and shared devotion 
rather than power and control. 

 

2.  What words or phrases are repeated in verses 5-8 in how Paul describes the 
work of slaves? Find at least three. What do those repetitions point to? 
 



LEADER NOTE 
The four phrases to listen for are “as you would obey Christ” (v. 5), “as slaves of Christ” (v. 6), 
“doing the will of God” (v. 6), and “as if you were serving the Lord, not people” (v. 7). If the 
group finds the repetition but struggles with what it points to, ask: “Who keeps showing 
up in these phrases?” The answer is Christ. Every description of genuine work has him as 
the reference point. The repetition is not accidental. Paul is building a case that the true 
audience of this work is not the master standing in front of you but the Lord above both 
of you. That is the discovery Q3 will build on, so don’t resolve it fully here. Let the group 
name it and sit with it. 

 

3.  How does Paul contrast working for human approval with working as to the 
Lord? What does that tell you about the kind of obedience he is calling for? 
 

LEADER NOTE 
The contrast Paul draws is between two different masters. The eye-service worker is 
managed by the visible audience. They perform when watched and coast when not. The 
wholehearted worker has a different master entirely, which means human approval has 
lost its power to determine the quality of their work. Paul is not calling for better 
behavior but a different orientation. The solution is not effort. It is a transformed 
relationship with authority. That transformation is only possible because Christ, who 
served us wholeheartedly on the cross, changes our hearts and desires. If the group lands 
on the right answer but treats it as a principle to adopt, gently correct the direction: this is 
not something we produce. It is something Christ produces in us. 

 

4.  What does Paul tell masters to do in verse 9, and what reasons does he give 
them? How does that compare to what he asked of slaves? 
 

LEADER NOTE 
Masters are told to treat slaves “in the same way,” meaning wholeheartedly, in accordance 
with God’s standards rather than human ones. The reasons Paul gives are clear: they have 
a Master in heaven, and he shows no favoritism. He does not adjust his standards based 
on position. The comparison: the standard Paul applied to the person with no power also 
applies to the person with all of it. Both serve. Both are accountable. If the group has been 
hearing this passage as instructions for those under authority, verse 9 closes that exit. 
Everyone in the room leads someone. The question is whether they are leading as 
people who also have a Master. 

 

APPLICATION 

1.  Where in your life are you most tempted to work for approval, recognition, or 
avoiding consequences instead of working for the Lord? What makes that area 
difficult? 



 
LEADER NOTE 
Most people will have an immediate answer. Help them go beyond surface responses by 
asking what makes that situation hard. This may surface frustration, resentment, or 
exhaustion. Some may feel guilt. Others may feel stuck in unfair situations. The passage 
does not ignore difficulty. It reframes it. Do not rush to solutions. The goal is honest 
naming of where motivation has drifted before the group can receive the gospel answer. 
If the conversation opens up, return to what Christ did: he served us wholeheartedly while 
we were his enemies. Even in difficult and unjust relationships, the gospel still speaks. 

 

2.  Most of us are under some authority we find imperfect, frustrating, or even 
unjust. Think of one specific relationship where you are under someone else’s 
authority. What is one thing you would do differently this week if you 
approached that relationship as serving the Lord, not just that person? 
 

LEADER NOTE 
Push for specificity before moving on. Not “I will have a better attitude” but “in this 
meeting” or “in this conversation.” Be careful here. Serving the Lord can include setting 
limits, seeking help, or stepping away. Name that clearly if needed. For most people the 
issue will be smaller but still real. Help them see what wholehearted service looks like in 
one moment this week. If the ask feels impossible for someone, point them to Christ: he 
submitted to unjust authority and served his enemies all the way to the cross. It is not his 
example alone that makes this possible. It is that he has changed our hearts and desires, 
and what he did for us becomes the ground on which we can do this for others. 

 

3.  Think about the people you lead: a child, a team, a household, someone who 
works for you. If you knew God was evaluating your leadership of them this 
week, what would you do differently? 
 

LEADER NOTE 
Many people underestimate their authority. Help them identify it: parenting, leadership, 
mentoring, or informal influence. Ask follow-ups like “What kind of pressure or leverage 
do you tend to use?” and “What would it look like to lead without that?” This question 
may bring conviction and regret. Make space for both. Authority is exercised under God, 
not above others. The goal is not perfection this week but awareness of that reality. 

 

PRAYER 
 


