Sunday 19 October 2008 : Ephesians 6 : 5-9  & Romans 13 : 1-7 
The past two weeks we’ve covered a number of authority issues, particularly in the area of family life. Today, we go into the workplace, and our attitude toward government and other structures, because these are notoriously testing places for Christians.
Paul begins by addressing the master-slave relationship, and it’s interesting to note that he says absolutely nothing against the institution of slavery. Not a cheep. We, from our enlightened 21st century standpoint, may find that odd or even objectionable, but there it is. The apostle, in 1 Corinthians 7.21, makes the point in passing that any slave who has the opportunity to be free should jump at the chance, but he doesn’t launch a full frontal attack on the principle of slavery. It doesn’t register on the radar of his concern.

Let me comment on that briefly. Paul had a limited amount of time to preach his urgent message of eternal salvation for all, irrespective of gender, race or class, by the grace of God through faith in Christ Jesus. Time was short. He couldn’t afford to get sidetracked into social, economic or political issues, especially when he believed that Christ would come again sooner rather than later. It was just that Paul had to prioritise, and as pastor to his people, he urged them to prioritise too – as Jesus taught, seek first the Kingdom of God, and God will ensure that everything else falls into place.
In Galatians 3.28 Paul states that in Christ there is no Jew nor Gentile, no slave nor free man, no male nor female. What labels people tie on themselves or have tied round them are of zero interest to God. He sees all of us, from the highest to the lowest, through the eyes of unconditional, colour-blind love, and he longs for his church to do the same, to ignore man-made divisions and treat the person each equal respect and consideration.

And so the slave – and in Scotland today you can quite legitimately read there the word “employee” – is not to develop a bad, resentful attitude toward his boss, and do only the  bare minimum required to keep one’s job and ensure the wages keep coming in. That’s not good enough. In fact, the teaching of scripture is that we can transform slavery into freedom by cheerfully doing more than what is demanded of us. 
Jesus, you may recall, taught his congregations, who lived under Roman occupation, that if a Roman soldier grabbed you – as he was quite entitled to do – and ordered you to carry a load for one mile, you should freely volunteer to carry it for two miles. By so doing, you were asserting your Christian freedom to serve others with a good attitude. You cannot be a slave when you freely volunteer to serve. That’s overcoming! 
That was how Christians were truly to be liberated from slavery – not by some external ceremony, but by an internal change of heart. Let’s bring this bang up-to-date. In 2008 in the Scottish Borders, there are many people, Christian people, who, especially in the present economic climate, feel trapped in a job that demands too much and pays too little, supervised by people with a swinging brick instead of a heart, in an atmosphere that is poisoned by fear, bullying and intimidation. So are we saying that this is OK?

Does God expect us to put up with this garbage and keep quiet about it? Actually, no. It’s just that the authority and anointing we’ve been given to change that toxic situation is by bringing the light of a humble cheerful servant-heart into the dark recesses of that workplace. Our flesh wants to scream and shout and throw crockery and tell the boss in the most exotic terms what he can do with his job, but these verses of scripture point to a subtler, gentler, and much more effective remedy.
We make the devil really angry and frustrated when we show that foul-mouthed jackass of a boss that we’re willing to go beyond what’s in our contract, that we’ll come in a bit early and stay a bit late to get the job complete. We send hell into a panic every time we refuse to join in the greetin’ meetin’ over morning coffee, and instead say something positive about that line manager whose pomposity is matched only by his ineptitude.

There’s not many laughs and smiles and cheers today, because this is a tough message, and many of us know from past experience how tough it can be, but after hearing all the fine principles about sowing the seed and reaping the harvest, this is when the rubber actually hits the road and it takes faith, courage and sheer determination to do it. This is the crucible in which the integrity of our faith is tested, but remember you’re not doing it for your impossible boss, you’re doing it as a witness to your Saviour. 
You’re putting your loyalty to Jesus Christ out there in the front line and, believe me, when you do that, your enemy the devil doesn’t know how to cope with you. And Paul tells us here that having a good attitude in a bad situation will bring its reward – no-one else may appreciate your stand of honouring that boss in spite of his manifest failings, but God does, and when you pass God’s test, you’re in God’s line for promotion.
But surely, then, the bully’s getting away with it? Don’t you believe it. Two of the most sobering verses in all of scripture come from the pen of Paul. Galatians 6.7 : Don’t be deceived. God is not mocked. Romans 12.19 : Vengeance is mine, says the Lord, I will repay. We have seen what happens to workplace bullies. They reap the harvest of the seed they have sown. Their climb up the greasy pole ends, and down they go – but we must let God handle that side of things. Our responsibility is to stick in there, obeying his word, doing his will, serving faithfully, keeping our own conscience untainted.

But what if you are the boss? Then, as a Christian employer or manager, you have a responsibility to treat your staff better than non-Christian employers or managers do. The workplace is your pulpit. You need to lead by example in enthusing the people for whom you are responsible to share your commitment to excellence in every aspect of the job, including treatment of colleagues at every rung of the ladder. 

You need to be sure that, when discipline is carried out, you affirm the employee as a man or woman of intrinsic value, whilst honestly but respectfully addressing what are now, I believed, termed development needs. You need to remember that, as one known to be a follower of Jesus Christ, you are to behave as his ambassador at all times, and that’s challenging in the extreme. You can’t compromise to blend in with the crowd.

I’ve known people who’ve been pillars of the kirk on a Sunday, but during the working week they could curse and swear like a pirate’s parrot, tell the bluest and most tasteless jokes, and treat the firm’s property, from the photocopier to the phone, as their personal property. Was I blameless when I worked on Civvy Street? Behave yourself! People are watching us. The way we treat the people above us, below us, and on a par with us, is the testing ground to see how much God can trust us with the things of the kingdom.

I’m going to take a sideways jump now from Ephesians 6 to Romans 13 to pick up a parallel issue, how we relate to those in authority generally. Now – am I the only one here who doesn’t always find it easy to honour and respect those in government locally, nationally or internationally? Am I the only one who has to consciously bite the tongue to avoid saying nasty things about people in high places, including 121 George Street?

There’s a spirit of rebellion, I think, in our country just now, which manifests itself in all sorts of ways. Most of you know I’m rarely to be found in the parish on a Saturday, but rather on a football field. The FA in London have launched a Respect campaign, which amongst other things seeks to cut down the abuse directed against referees, and that’s all very well, but when are they going to act against certain well-known players, who are paid more in a month than some of us see in a lifetime, whose little petted lips are seen by all ages, all over the world, mouthing obscenities galore?

Or indeed the self-appointed experts in the Sky TV studios who relentlessly criticise match officials, having watched the incidents on their monitors in the comfort of their little ivory towers, several times, from different angles, at different speeds. What effect is this disrespect having on the minds of the up-coming generation of kids kicking a ball about? Are they learning along with the good, the silky ball skills etc, also a whole lot of bad, falling theatrically whenever tackled, dissenting in unadorned Anglo-Saxon?

We as Christians have a duty to lead by example in our dealings with the authorities. Paul says so in Romans 13. Again, this isn’t a popular message, especially for us Scots, who tend as a race to be feisty. It’s not good to be decrying politicians, civil servants, local government officials, the way we sometimes do. We may not agree with what they say, indeed we may disagree fundamentally, but surely we can disagree agreeably?
Respect is due to people who are, in fact, doing an incredibly difficult job. If we’re not happy with what our leaders are doing, maybe we should put our money where our mouth is, give it a try and see if we can do better. Of course there is a place for robust debate over important issues, but let it be done in a manner that does not diminish the humanity of the person on the other side of the fence.

As a Presbytery, we have sought in advance of elections to offer a hustings meeting, at which the candidates can set out their stall and be subject to probing questions from the electorate, all under the watchful eye of our present Moderator, Neil Combe, who seeks to ensure that the party hacks don’t take over the show. I think these meetings have been very worthwhile, not least in proving that the candidates are okay human beings!

I believe that, as a church, we should not nail our colours to a party mast, and I am a bit perplexed that some of the Bible teachers in the USA for whom I have huge respect in terms of their theology, do tend to be so partisan in their utterances on the forthcoming Presidential election. I think that is a mistake. For me, Christians need to be respectful of, friendly with, and supportive of, elected representatives whatever their party label, and pray for them, and the same is true for the officials who advise and guide them.

I would hope that the people who represent us at Westminster, Holyrood, Brussels and Newtown would feel able to trust the church and value our input. That would be good for us too, would it not? But it won’t happen unless – seedtime and harvest principle again – we sow the seeds of respect and honour. It is a fact that we ignore at our peril that how we present our case is a vital part of our power of persuasion.

Not so long ago, some of us attended a meeting in Ancrum Church about the future of the village Post Office, and I was saddened that some contributions from the floor did not give due honour and respect to the Post Office officials who had come along just to do their job, a thankless job, defending decisions made higher up the tree. I have little confidence that case for Ancrum Post Office was enhanced that night.

Being rude and rebellious is unbiblical and counter-productive. Honouring properly-constituted authority – and remember Paul was writing about the Roman Empire at the time of Claudius and Nero, hardly a blueprint for enlightened social democracy – honouring authority, treating the people in authority with respect and genuine warmth, is Biblical, and as such, it creates fertile soil into which we can sow the seed of our Biblically-informed and inspired views and be confident of a profitable harvest.
