Colossians and Philemon


  Lesson 10:  Colossians 3:18-4:1
Basic Concepts:  
1. Paul turns from general admonitions and advises specific groups.  Family is addressed first

    followed by masters and slaves.

2. One particular theme pervades the advice:  we live before and are answerable to the Lord.  It

    is our relationship with Him that determines our attitude toward and outlook upon all other

    relationships and duties.     
Questions:

1. What is the main reason given for wives to submit to their husbands?  What is not a reason?

2. How does the Lord look upon obedient children?

3. What is a wrong motive for a slave (employee?) to render service to his superior?
4. Where does one’s ultimate reward come from?  How does this help a situation of hardship?

5. In relation to what does Paul mention God’s impartiality?

6. What should govern a master’s treatment of a slave?
Special Notes:

1. Family relationships:  Paul is extremely brief in the Colossian epistle whereas in Ephesians
    he is somewhat more detailed.  The reason for this is not known.  But it seems sensible to con-

    clude that he said what was deemed to be most important for the situation.

    A. Wives – Submission to husbands is enjoined – 3:18; cf. Eph 5:22-24.  This is a matter of

         respect for God’s divine arrangement, not a comment on woman’s inferiority:  “as is fit-

         ting in the Lord.”  This is not without challenge, and any woman who understands the

         divine foundation of marriage must soberly consider her husband-to-be from this stand-

         point.  Does he elicit glad, confident submission by his demeanor, consideration?

    B. Husbands – Love is commanded with the sub-point of not becoming embittered – 3:19; cf. 
         Eph 5:25-29.  It seems a general truth that the general makeup of the male, including less

         emotion-based thinking, more achievement orientation, etc., tends toward long-term frus-

         tration and disenchantment that breeds aloofness.  The love here (agape) does not spring 

         from a feeling but emanates from the mind and will.  It is a choice.
    C. Children – Obedience is stressed – 3:20; cf. Eph 6:1-3.  For the child’s own welfare, and for

         the good of society in general, God places heavy emphasis upon submission to the will 

          (i.e., rules) of parents.  While it is the child’s obligation to obey, it is the parents’ duty

          to teach the need for obedience and to nurture children so as to respect their will.  This

          process begins long before the child consciously understands the will of God.

    D. Fathers – Careful nurturing is directed – 3:21; cf. Eph 6:4.  The violation of parental duty

         can come from either extreme of being neglectful or overbearing.  Paul warns against the

         latter, which creates discouragement.  Correction and guidance can spill over into nagging, 

         berating and constant criticism which destroys the confidence of the child and the desire to

         gladly submit.  Again, Paul seems to tailor the advice according to gender tendencies.

2. Servant/master relationships:  Paul gives greater attention to this subject than families.  
    Walton Weaver lists various possibilities for this emphasis:  1) the fact that Onesimus, the 
    runaway slave who had become a Christian, had just returned to Colosse (4:9; Phile. 10); 2) 
    more problems arose from a Christian slave’s relationship to his master than from any other 
    social relationship of the time; 3) many Christians were slaves, and the slave population made 
    up almost one-half of the Roman empire; 4) there may have been an exceptionally large num-

    ber of slaves in the congregation at Colosse; 5) the essential moral dilemma of the slave in the 
    workplace:  what does it mean to have two masters, one on earth and another in heaven?” 
    (Truth Commentary, p. 558). 
    A. Servants – Complete commitment to the master – 3:22; cf. Eph 6:5.
         1. 3:22a – Obey in all things – Being a Christian does not exempt from serving and submit-

             ting to human masters (bosses).  Nor can one “cherry pick” what he will do and what he

             will refuse to do (or only “appear” to do).

         2. 3:22b; cf. Eph 6:6-7 – Not with eyeservice, as men-pleasers – Not to only work when the 
             master is watching or to impress him with one’s stamina, diligence, creativity, etc.  
             There is a deeper level on which the Christian should be motivated.

    B. Servants – Heavenly motivations.

         1. 3:22c; cf. Eph 6:5 – In sincerity of heart, fearing God.  It goes without saying that many 
             slaves would have chafed under severe masters (cf. 1 Pet 2:18).  But Paul puts this into

             perspective by emphasizing the greater master, God.  He is to be feared more than hu-

             man taskmasters, and fulfilling His expectations is of utmost priority.

         2. 3:23-24; cf. Eph 6:8 – “Heartily” does not merely mean energetically but with the soul,

             inner being.  Personal devotion, dedication, sincerity must be brought to a task that may 

             have had many distasteful aspects.  The Christian is not to be hypocritical, deceptive, 
             slacking but should realize that his working parameters are now set by the Lord.  The op-

             pressive nature of slavery would undoubtedly present Satan with many opportunities to

             tempt the Christian.  To do what is right from within would insulate the Christian from

             the insidious forces of depersonalization, bitterness, lack of control and any number of

             other unpleasant aspects of belonging to another as property.  One must not focus on the
             this-world aspect of his vocation but on the eternal rewards of doing what is right.

        3. 3:25 – It is unclear if this is said in regard to an unjust master, an unfaithful slave or both.

            In any case, the truth is clear:  wrong will be noted and punished regardless of who does

            it or the circumstances in which it is done.  We should not despair when others injure us 

            or otherwise harm us.  All will be revealed and recompensed in the end.

    C. Masters – Justice and fairness.

        1. Christian masters might also have many challenges in treating slaves properly – Col 4:1; 
            cf. Eph 6:9.  “Give up threatening” (Eph 6:9) might indicate the difficulty in sufficiently
            motivating slaves.  Human solutions are often reactionary and counterproductive.  The

            principles of Christ do not discriminate (in this case justice and fairness):  they are always 
            the best course of action, no matter if the subject is an enemy, a slave, one’s master, wife, 
            husband, etc.  Any man in any situation should remember that he serves someone greater, 
            and he should treat his subordinates as he, himself, is subordinate to God.

        2. The reality of Christian masters owning Christian slaves has come to Colosse in the per-

            sons of Onesimus and Philemon.  What a great opportunity is being created for these two

            to display to their contemporaries the character of Christ!

Application to modern occupations:

1. List three of your biggest challenges to serving your employer in a sincere, hearty manner.

    a. 

    b.

    c.

2. What rationales do you see others using to give less than what is expected by superiors.
    a.

    b.

    c.

3. What helps you keep perspective and avoid falling into similar rationalization?
