Ephesians 6

1. “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.”

“children”  “If the Christian faith did much for women, it did even more for children 

(Barclay).  Who are considered ‘children?’  “No single answer can be given to this question; for different answers would need to be given in different cultures (Stott).”  “All one can say in relation to such situations is that either law or custom in every society recognizes at least a measure of independence for young people, either when manhood or womanhood is reached, or when they attain a certain age, or when they leave home or marry.  Christians should not defy the accepted convention of their own culture in this matter (Stott).”

“obey”  “Here is another example of that general submissiveness which according to 

5:21 is expected of all members of God’s new society.  But this time the requirement is stronger, namely obedience (Stott).”  “Child obedience belongs to that realm which came in medieval theology to be called ‘natural justice’.  It does not depend on special revelation; it is part of the natural law which God has written on all human hearts.  It is not confined to Christian ethics; it is standard behavior in every society (Stott).”  Virtually all civilizations have regarded the recognition of parental authority as indispensable to a stable society.  We experience no sense of surprise, therefore, when Paul includes ‘disobedient to parents’ as a mark both of a decadent society which God has given up to its own godlessness and of the ‘last days’ which began with the coming of Christ.  If the obedience of children is part of the natural law which God has written on human hearts, it belongs also to the revealed law which God gave on stone tablets to Moses (Stott).”  “So long as they are regarded in their culture as children or minors, they should continue to obey their parents (Stott).”

 “in the Lord”  These words “bring child-obedience into the realm of specifically 

Christian duty, and lay upon children the responsibility to obey their parents because of their own personal relationship to the Lord Jesus Christ.  It is He who as Creator first established order in family and society, and in the new society which He is now building He does not overthrow it.  There is an essential continuity between the old order and the new, between the original creation and the new creation in Christ.  Families have not been abolished (Stott).”  “What has changed relates to the ravages of the fall.  For the family life which God created at the beginning and pronounced to be ‘good’ was spoiled by human rebellion and selfishness.  Relationships fell apart.  Society was fractured.  Love was twisted into lust, and authority into oppression.  But now ‘in the Lord,’ by His reconciling work, God’s new society has begun, continuous with the old in the fact of family life but discontinuous in its quality.  For now all our relationships are transformed precisely because they are ‘in the Lord.’  They are purged of ruinous self-centredness , and suffused instead with Christ’s love and peace.  Even obedience to parents is changed.  It is no longer a grudging acquiescence in parental authority.  Christian children learn to obey with gladness, for ‘this please the Lord (Col 3:20.’  They remember the loving submission which Jesus Himself gave as a boy to His parents.  Now this same Jesus is their Lord and Savior, and the Creator of the new order, so they are anxious to do what pleases Him (Stott).”

“Obedience to parents is part of a child’s obligation to Christ (Ryrie).”  “The phrase ‘in the Lord’ does not mean that children are to obey parents only if their parents are believers.  As Col 3:20 clearly denotes, a child’s obedience to his parents is pleasing in the Lord’s sight.  The reason ‘for this’ is that it ‘is right;’ it is a proper course to follow in society (Walvoord).”  “The Jews regularly taught that each of the law’s 2 tablets contains 5 commandments.  The significance of this arrangement is that it brings the honoring of our parents into our duty to God.  And this is surely right.  For at least during childhood they represent God to us and mediate to us both his authority and his love.  We are to honor them, that is, acknowledge their God-given authority, and so give them not only our obedience, but our love and respect as well.  It is because parental authority is divinely delegated authority that respectful obedience to parents was invested with such great importance in the life of God’s covenant people (Stott).”  “Reverance for parents was thus made an integral part of reverence for God as their God and of their special relationship to him as his people (Stott).” “Children are not to obey their parents in absolutely everything without exception, but in everything which is compatible with their primary loyalty, namely to their Lord Jesus Christ (Stott).”

2. “’Honor your father and mother’ – which is the first commandment with a promise –

“Honor”  The Greek word is timao.  “When a child marries, his relationship to 

his parents changes, but not his responsibility to provide for them (Ryrie).”  “Jesus presses the commandment to honor parents, criticizing the evasion of financial support in case of need (Mk 7:10).  The honoring of widows in 1Tim 5:3 probably includes financial provision as well as respect (Bromiley).”  “Paul receives many honors, or concretely gifts, after curing the father of Publius and others on Malta (Ac 28:10; Bromiley).”  “The honour Paul demands is not the honour of mere lip service.  The way to honour parents is to obey them, to respect them, and never to cause them pain (Barclay).”  “Even after we have attained our majority, are regarded in our culture as being no longer under the authority of our parents, and are therefore no longer under obligation to ‘obey’ them, we still must continue to ‘honor’ them.  Our parents occupy a unique position in our lives.  If we honor them as we should, we will never neglect or forget them (Stott).”  Although in some circumstances it may be unavoidable and in others even desirable, it is a sad reflection on the selfish western tradition of the nuclear family that instead of looking after our elderly relatives ourselves, we consign them to an old people’s home.  Thus to isolate, and even symbolically to reject, one’s own parents can seldom be reconciled with the command to honor them (Stott).”


“first commandment”  “Paul quotes the 5th commandment to support the need for 

children to obey parents (Walvoord; Ex 20:12).”  “Some say Paul meant that this is the first command that children need to learn (Walvoord).”


“with a promise”  Paul “prefers to enforce God’s commandment with a promise than with a threat (Stott).”  “The parenthetical clause states that this is the first 

commandment with a promise.  But this is actually the 2nd command with a promise (Ex 20:6).”  “The 1st, not the 5th, of the 10 Commandments should really be learned first.  More likely, Paul meant that this is ‘first’ in the sense of being ‘a primary commandment,’ that is, of primary importance for children and it also has a promise (Walvord).”

3. “’that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth.’”

“go well with you”  This refers to material prosperity (Stott).

“long life”  “Probably we should interpret this in general rather than individual 

terms.  Then what is promised is not so much long life to each child who obeys his parents, as social stability to any community in which children honor their parents.  Certainly a healthy society is inconceivable without a strong family life (Stott).” This states a general principle that obedience fosters self-discipline, which in turn brings stability and longevity in one’s life.  Stated conversely, it is improbable that an undisciplined person will live a long life (Walvoord).”

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

“Fathers”  “Fathers are addressed because they represent the governmental head

of the family on whom rests the responsibility of child discipline (Walvoord).”  “A Roman father had absolute power over his family.  He could sell them as slaves, he could make them work in his fields even in chains, he could punish as he liked and could even inflict the death penalty.  Further, the power of the Roman father extended over the child’s life, so long as the father lived.  A Roman son never came of age.  Even when he was a grown man, even if he were a magistrate of the city, even if the state had crowned him with well-deserved honors, he remained within his father’s absolute power (Barclay).”  “It is true that the father’s power was seldom carried to its limits, because public opinion would not have allowed it, but the fact remains that in the time of Paul the child was absolutely in his father’s power (Barclay).”


“There was a custom of child exposure.  When a child was born, it was placed before its father’s feet, and, if the father stooped and lifted the child, that meant that he acknowledged it and wished it to be kept.  If he turned and walked away, it meant that he refused to acknowledge it and the child could quite literally be thrown out (Barclay).”  A roman baby always ran the risk of being repudiated and exposed.  In the time of Paul that risk was even greater.  We have seen how the marriage bond had collapsed and how men and women changed their partners with bewildering rapidity.  Under such circumstances a child was a misfortune.  So few children were born that the Roman government actually passed legislation that the amount of any legacy that a childless couple could receive was limited.  Unwanted children were commonly left in the Roman forum.  There they became the property of anyone who cared to pick them up.  They were collected at nights by people who nourished them in order to sell them as slaves or to stock the brothels of Rome (Barclay).”


“Ancient civilization was merciless to the sickly or deformed child.  Seneca writes, ‘We slaughter a fierce ox; we strangle a mad dog; we plunge the knife into sickly cattle lest they taint the herd; children who are born weakly and deformed we drown.’  The child who was a weakling or imperfectly formed had little hope of survival (Barclay).”  Paul’s words were “a radical change from the callous cruelty which prevailed in the Roman Empire, in which unwanted babies were abandoned, weak and deformed ones killed, and even healthy children were regarded by many as partial nuisance because they inhibited sexual promiscuity and complicated easy divorce (Stott).”

“do not exasperate”  The Greek word is erethizo.  This word can also be 

translated “stir up (NASB),” “make angry (NIV)” or “provoke to anger (RSV)”.  “Do not nag or arbitrarily assert authority (Ryrie).”  “Fathers are not to exasperate their children by unreasonable demands, petty rules, or favoritism.  Such actions cause children to become discouraged (Walvoord).”  “Fathers must surrender any right they may feel they have to act unreasonably toward their children (Barker).”  We can exasperate our children by forgetting “that things do change and that the customs of one generation are not the customs of another (Barclay).”  “We can exercise such a control that it is an insult to our upbringing of our children.  To keep a child too long in leading-strings is simply to say that we do not trust him which is simply to say that we have no confidence in the way in which we have trained him.  It is better to make the mistake of too much trust than of too much control (Barclay).”

“bring them up”  The Greek word is ektrephete, which means to “provide for 

physical and spiritual needs (Walvoord).”  “Fathers are to … rear or nourish them ‘in the training’ and ‘instruction of the Lord (Walvoord).”

“training”  The Greek word is paideia, which means child discipline, including 

directing and correcting (Walvoord).”  “The basic rule of Christian upbringing is stated [here].  The Lord Himself does the educating through the parent.  He uses the ordinary means of discipline and instruction to this end (Bromiley).”

“instruction”  The Greek word is nouthesia.  “The noun, which means 

‘admonition’ or ‘correction. (Bromiley).’”

“of the Lord”  “Children are to obey ‘in the Lord’ and parents are to train and 

instruct ‘in the Lord.’  He is to be the center of their relationships and of their teaching and learning (Walvoord).”

5. Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ.

“Slaves”  “The ‘servants’ mentioned in this passage were bond servants, or slaves, not servants in the modern sense of the word.  Slavery, with all its attendant evils, was universally accepted in ancient times.  In fact it was considered a fundamental institution, indispensable to civilized society.  Over half the people seen on the streets on some of the great cities of the Roman world were slaves.  It has been estimated that there were as many as 60 million of them in the Roman Empire.  Included among them were laborers, domestic servants, clerks, teachers, doctors, and other professional people.  They were people without rights, mere property existing only for the comfort, convenience, and pleasure of their owners.  (Many of them were better educated and more cultured than their masters and were charged with the instruction of the children of the household.)  Doubtless, the early Christian churches numbered many slaves among their members.  It is a surprise to some people that the apostles did not denounce slavery in unequivocal language and demand its immediate overthrow.  But the apostles did not conceive of themselves primarily as social reformers; they were first and foremost heralds of the good news of salvation in Christ.  Yet they did not condone slavery.  Indeed, they announced the very principles (such as that of the complete spiritual equality of slave and master) that ultimately destroyed this terrible blot on civilization.  The apostles’ approach to this social evil was like that of a woodsman who strips the bark off a tree and leaves it to die (Vaughan 121-122).”  A study of the present passage, as well as similar passages in Cl 3:22-4:1, 1P 3:18-25, and Pl (especially v.16), reveals that the NT writers sought to give the slaves a sense of dignity in their work and to comfort them in their suffering (Vaughan 122).”  
“obey your earthly masters”  “Paul at the very outset points out that the slave/master relationship belongs only to the sphere of earthly things.  The phrase ‘masters according to the flesh (KJV, NASB’95, NKJV)’ implies another relationship belonging to a higher, spiritual sphere where Christ is Master (Vaughan 122).”  “The one duty urged on slaves was that of obedience (Vaughan 122).”
“with respect and fear”  “These words were probably not intended to express an attitude of abject terror, but rather the solicitous spirit of one having a true sense of responsibility and therefore eager to leave no duty undone.  The Tyndale Commentary on the New Testament uses the expression ‘anxious care.’  Goodspeed has ‘reverence and awe (Vaughan 122-123).”
“sincerity of heart”  Vaughan translates this “’in singleness of heart.’  This means that the slave was to look upon his obedience to his earthly master as a kind of Christian duty, a service performed as to the Lord Himself.  This point of view would lift the most menial task to the highest level and constitute strong motivation for carrying it out (Vaughan 123).”

6. 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.

“when their eye is on you”  The KJV translation is “With eyeservice, as menpleasers.”  “’Eyeservice’ graphically depicts the conduct of the person who works only when he is watched.  Such persons as ‘menpleasers,’ workers whose highest aim is to curry favor with their masters (Vaughan 123).”
7. Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not men, 

“Serve wholeheartedly”  Because the believing slave was to serve as if they ‘were serving the Lord,’ their “work was to be done heartily (literally, ‘out of the soul’) and ‘with good will (KJV, NASB’95, NKJV), that is, cheerfully (Vaughan 123).”
“as if you were serving the Lord”  “The believing slave was to see himself as Christ’s slave and to understand that in the performance of his daily tasks he was doing God’s will (Vaughan 123).”
8. because you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or free.

“knowing”  “The participle ‘knowing’ has casual force, and gives encouragement to the faithful performance of slave service (Vaughan 123).”

“the Lord will reward”  “Earthly masters might take no note of faithful service rendered to them.  But the Christian slave can know that his heavenly Master will not fail to recompense his work.  Every ‘good thing’ done, whether by ‘bond or free,’ is known to the Lord and shall of His grace be rewarded (Vaughan 123).”
“whether he is slave or free”  “If Paul could write in this manner of the work of a person enslaved against his will, he would in even stronger language address himself to the modern-day employee who voluntarily enters into contract with an employer and receives remuneration for his work.  Surely, all that is said here of the fidelity and sincerity of slave service must with even greater force apply to free service (Vaughan 123).”
9. And masters, treat your slaves in the same way.  Do not threaten them, since yoyu know that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no favoritism with him.

“treat your slaves in the same way”  “Moreover, they sought to regulate the institution among their own people by reminding Christian masters that they should treat their slaves with fairness and kindness (Vaughan 122).”
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