
ECF 19th July 2015 1 Timothy 6:1-2 Honour and Serve Others  
Tragically, slavery is not a thing of the past.  Today our world is still blighted by the evil of debt bondage, forced marriage, 
human trafficking and forced labour.  Have a look at this:  Video: Modern Slavery 
 
The statistics about modern day slavery are shocking.   

 Globally, between 600,000 to 800,000 people are trafficked across international borders each year.   

 The number of slaves in the world today is estimated somewhere between 10 to 30 million.   

 The average price of a slave in America in 1809 was $40,000 adjusted to today’s money.  Today a slave costs an average 
of only $90! 

For this reason many organisations are working to abolish slavery in our world, including a number of Christian 
organisations, following in the footsteps of William Wilberforce and his friends who over 200 years ago worked tirelessly to 
abolish slavery in their generation.  This is surely a battle that we should be willing to support. 
 
But all of this can make reading what the New Testament says about slavery really uncomfortable.  That’s certainly the case 
in Paul’s first letter to Timothy. Let’s read 1 Timothy 6:1-2: “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. 2 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.” 
 
1. Challenge the Heart of Slavery 
In this letter, Paul hinted at the fact that he understood how wrong slavery was.  He wrote to “All who are under the yoke of 
slavery.” 1 Timothy 6:1.  He knew that they were in bondage and oppression, burdened by unreasonable demands, treated 
like an animal and made to work in incredibly difficult situations.   
 
And earlier in this letter he included “slave traders” 1 Timothy 1:10 among all the lawbreakers who were living against the 
gospel.  He knew that buying and selling people was incompatible with the message of Christ. 
  
And yet, Paul didn’t call here for the destruction of the institution of slavery.  In fact he even spoke to slaves “who have 
believing masters…” 1 Timothy 6:2  As incredible as it sounds, there were some Christians in Ephesus who owned slaves, 
who were also members of that church.   So why didn’t Paul and the other New Testament writers speak more outright in 
condemnation of the evil of slavery? 
 
Well, there are numerous reasons for this.  The early church didn’t have the political power to change the structures of their 
society.  And if they had tried, they would no doubt have been crushed viciously by the Roman forces.   
 
And slavery was so embedded in Roman society, with literally millions of slaves, that even if had succeeded, dismantling this 
institution all at once would have risked total collapse of their society.  In the last few years we’ve seen around the world 
what can happen when an evil system is demolished in a nation.  Sadly, it doesn’t always lead to a lasting peace.  Often in 
that vacuum, an even greater evil can arise! 
 
a) Love As Brothers 
And so instead of trying to dismantle the institution of slavery, the early church preached a message that attacked the heart 
of slavery.   
 
Jesus had declared that all the Law and the Prophets hung on two commands.  The first and most important is to: “Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.”  Matthew 22:37.  And the second, which 
follows on from the first is to: “Love your neighbour as yourself.” Matthew 22:39.   
 
Jesus made it clear that we couldn’t restrict who this second command should apply to.  Our neighbour is anybody and 
everybody – especially those who are in need.  And loving them was to act in their best interests, even if it cost a lot.  Loving 
our neighbour is clearly incompatible with holding them in oppressive slavery. 
 
And so when Paul wrote to his friend Philemon, he called him to see his runaway slave Onesimus “no longer as a slave, but… 
as a dear brother.” Philemon 16  Without ordering his release, Paul called Philemon to completely change Onesimus’ status 
not as his property, but as his equal, his brother in Christ!   
 



To the Galatian church Paul preached that “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus.” Galatians 3:28  And in this letter to Timothy, Paul repeated this truth, reminding slaves that their 
Christian masters “are brothers.” 1 Timothy 6:2  
 
And so actually, the New Testament doesn’t only challenge the institutionalised  slavery in the first century, or the illegal 
and criminal slavery of the 21st century.  It goes deeper than this and challenges all of the injustice, oppression, 
discrimination, inequality and poverty that we see around us.  And it calls us not just to refuse to do people harm, but to 
actively and sacrificially care for those around us and to do what we can to alleviate their suffering.   
 
2. Work to Destroy the Greater Slavery 
But I think there was another reason why the early church didn’t speak more aggressively against the institution of slavery 
in their day.  This was because they realised that there was a greater problem than being trapped in forced labour.  This was 
being in the slavery to sin and death.   
 
Jesus said that “everyone who sins is a slave to sin.” John 8:34 and this slavery has far deeper and wider consequences.  It 
leads to our separation from God and the life to the full that he offers, not only now, but forever in eternity!   
 
a) Preach Freedom in Christ 
And so the early church followed in Jesus’ footsteps – not so much to try to reform society – but to save humanity!  “The 
Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” Luke 19:10   
 
Jesus came to set us free in the deepest sense of the word.  Through his death on the cross Jesus set us free from sin and 
selfishness, from fear and loneliness, from condemnation and judgement, from death and hell.  And for those who put their 
faith in him, he set us free to live in the love, joy, peace and security of life in God’s family forever.  “It is for freedom that 
Christ has set us free.”  Galatians 5:1   
 
In a very real sense then, those slaves that Paul was writing to had already been set free through their faith in Christ.  Jesus 
said, “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” John 8:36  They were no longer the lowest in society, but were sons 
and daughters of God and joint-heirs with Christ! 
 
So Paul and the other early Christians were not trying to change a political system but change people’s eternal destiny and 
they wouldn’t let anything detract them from that highest of goals! 
 
That’s a crucial lesson for us today.  Yes, it is essential that we care about our society, speak out against injustice and 
poverty, reach out in compassion to those in need – but we mustn’t lose sight of our greater calling to share the wonderful 
message that “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” Romans 10:13  
 
3. Treat Others With Respect 
But the question that Paul was addressing in this letter to Timothy was how the Christians in Ephesus should live as a 
church.  How could they honour God as a community of his people?  And so how should these Christian slaves behave?  
How could they honour God in the difficult situation they were in? 
 
Paul’s answer is this: “All who are under the yoke of slavery should consider their masters worthy of full respect.” 1 Timothy 
6:1  
 
Honour and respect is a key theme in this letter.  In the previous chapter, Paul called Timothy to show honour and respect 
to older Christians as if they were his parents, as well as honour younger Christians as if they were his brothers and sisters.  
The church was also to honour widows who were in need and honour those who were serving in leadership and teaching 
roles in their fellowship.   
 
a) Even when they do things wrong! 
But this is surely much harder.  Even although slavery was clearly wrong and contrary to Jesus’ teaching.  Even although 
their human rights were being violated.  Even although this was sometimes being done by their fellow Christians.  Christian 
slaves should show respect and honour to their masters!   
 
Thankfully, none of us are in this exact situation.  None of us are slaves, even although sometimes we might feel like we’re 
chained to the sink, or to the desk!  But we are often in difficult situations with difficult people who treat us badly – whether 
managers, teachers, government workers, spouses or even parents.  We need to apply this principle of respecting and 
honouring others to those situations too!  As Peter wrote: “Show proper respect to everyone.” 1 Peter 2:17  



 
But why?  Why should these slaves show full respect to their masters? 
 
b) Because Everyone Is Valuable 
Sometimes people end up breaking the very principles they claim to be fighting for.  People who campaign for tolerance, 
are sometimes the most intolerant of those who disagree with them.  Freedom fighters sometimes are willing to imprison 
others for their cause.  And pro-life extremists, have at times attacked and killed in pursuit of their goals.   
 
But Paul wanted the Christians in Ephesus to live out the principles that they believed. 
Yes slavery was wrong because it contradicted the intrinsic value and worth of a human being made in the image of God.  It 
sought to reduce them to a piece of property, a worker or a payment for a debt.   
 
But if that is true, then they also needed to apply this truth to those who were guilty of these crimes.  The call to “Love your 
neighbour as yourself.” Matthew 22:39 applied even to those who were in the wrong.  They needed to honour the value 
and worth of the slave owners as well as the slaves!   
 
Every human being is worthy of honour, even our unreasonable boss, that teacher we can’t stand, the people we disagree 
with, who disappoint us, frustrate us or even upset us.  Each of them are valuable because they are made in the image of 
God.   
 
It is about seeing them, not based on what they do, or whether we agree with them or not, but based on who they are in 
God’s sight.  “So from now on we regard no-one from a worldly point of view.” 2 Corinthians 5:16  Have a look at this: 
Video: Brothers 
 
c) Because We Represent God 
This is especially important because as Christians we represent our God.  Paul called slaves to respect their masters: “So 
that God’s name… may not be slandered.” 1 Timothy 6:1 
 
If we’ve trusted in Christ, if we’re a child of God, then we are “Christ’s ambassadors.” 2 Corinthians 5:20, his representatives 
in this world.  How we act proclaims who Christ is to the world.  We either act in a way that honours Christ because we 
accurately represents his love, holiness, power or grace to this world, or we act in a way that poorly represents him and 
brings dishonour to God’s name! 
 
To treat people with anything less than love and respect is to dishonour our God who loves the whole world without 
condition or limitation.   
 
d) Because We Represent the Gospel  
That would also dishonour the gospel that we share.  Paul wanted the slaves to respect their masters “So that… our 
teaching may not be slandered.” 1 Timothy 6:1. 
 
Whether we like the idea or not, we are an advert of the gospel that we believe.  Our lives are like a sermon to those around 
us.   
 
The gospel declares that “God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not 
perish but have eternal life.” John 3:16  Our message is the wonderful news that God loves all of us, even although we are 
sinners and have fallen short of his standards.   
 
But if our actions display a lack of love and respect for those who sin against us and fall short of our standards, then why 
should people believe us?  Why would someone believe that God loves them, if we who claim to follow him, don’t? 
 
How we treat those who sin against us is a crucial part of our witness to this world of a God who reaches out in grace to 
sinners!   
 
4. Work Hard 
But these slaves were not just to treat their masters with respect, they were also to work hard for them.  Paul advised the 
Christians who were slaves of other Christians “to serve them even better” 1 Timothy 6:2 than they would if their masters 
were not believers.  He wanted them to work hard, with commitment and dedication.  But why? 
 
a) Because We’re Called to Serve Others 



Partly this was “because those who benefit from their service are believers and dear to them.”  1 Timothy 6:2   
 
These slaves didn’t benefit financially from their work.  But their masters did.  And that should be motivation enough for 
their service because as Christians they were to “look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” 
Philippians 2:4  
 
This is what Christian love looks like.  It means doing what we can to serve others, even if it means a sacrificial cost for us.  
“This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our 
brothers.” 1 John 3:16  
 
It may seem unreasonable to ask slaves to work for the benefit of their masters.  Why should they serve so sacrificially those 
who were sinning against them?  But that is exactly what Jesus did for them – and he called them to follow in his footsteps. 
 
And we are called to do the same.  Following Jesus involves loving those who are unlovely.  It involves serving those who 
don’t deserve it.  It involves laying down our lives for those who might not even appreciate it.  Not because of who they are 
or what they do.  But because of who we are in Christ and because of what Christ has done in our lives!   
 
b) Because We’re Called to Serve Christ 
This doesn’t come naturally to us.  But if we allow God to empower us to do this, then we can experience the 
transformation of even the most difficult and mundane situations of our lives. 
 
Paul wrote in Colossians 3:22: “Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their eye is on you 
and to win their favour, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord.”  They couldn’t escape their difficult 
circumstances, but they could allow God to transform them.   
 
If they chose to work willingly and wholeheartedly, as an expression of their dedication to the Lord, then he would take 
their mundane and tedious work and accept it as a holy and pleasing sacrifice to him!  Paul went on to write: “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.” Colossians 3:23–24 
 
And this can be our experience too.  We can’t always change the difficult situations in our lives.  We can’t always avoid 
working for difficult people who might treat us badly and unfairly, either at work or at home.  But if we fix our eyes on the 
Lord, and dedicate our work to him, then he promises to accept it as our service for him, and reward it!  
 
Conclusion 
Slavery was and is wrong.  But even the slaves in the church in Ephesus could live for God.   

 They could choose to treat others with respect and honour, even those who had wronged them – and so be a living 
witness to this world. 

 And they could choose to work hard to serve others in love, even those who didn’t deserve it – and so be a living 
sacrifice for the Lord. 

 
And we can do the same.  Whatever our circumstance, whatever our situation, we can serve the Lord by honouring and 
serving others. 
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