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[Pray] 
 
I heard a story once of a nervous bride who was at her rehearsal having trouble 
imagining walking down the aisle in front of all those people.  Her pastor was 
trying to encourage her and so he told her “you’ve walked down this aisle lots, 
don’t worry about it.  When you get to the door, just focus on the aisle.  Then 
when you get half way down, just focus on the alter; and then when you get close 
to the front just lock your eyes on your new groom.  That’s all you have to do. 
 
The next day she made it to the front without incident, but people could tell she 
was concentrating and obviously perturbed about something.  And some doubted 
the effectiveness of the pre-marital counseling.  It turned out she had been 
muttering her instructions to herself “Aisle, alter, him - I’ll alter him.”1 
 
Of course we all know that when it comes to marriage there is a very low success 
rate of changing your spouse to become who you want them to be.  But in our 
text today we come to a promise that if we set our minds on the things above, 
and continually clothe ourselves in our new identities, then our Lord will radically 
change us into people who model His supremacy at home. 
… 
If you haven’t been here over the last several weeks we are nearing the end of a 
series through a letter the Apostle Paul wrote to the church in Colossae.  Today 
we are at the bottom of chapter 3 and I would encourage you to please open 
your Bibles there and follow along.  You will find it on page 834 if you are using a 
pew Bible. 
… 
Now our homes are the places we let our guard down.  All the niceties that we 
put on at work or at church are gone.  So if you are someone who loses their 
temper, we might not see it here at church, but your wife and your kids know 
about it – right?  If you’re someone who can occasionally be selfish your co-
workers might not see it, but your husband knows about it – right?  If you can be 
hard to get along with and disobedient your teachers might not see that, but your 
parents do – right? 
 

On the other hand if you are basically a perfect husband but occasionally 
you leave your pants on the floor near the end of the bed if you are 
planning on wearing them again tomorrow that’s something that nobody 
needs to know about and your wife should just relax.  I’m glad I got that off 
my chest … 

… 
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Now our passage today is one of those that people get their hackles up about.  It 
starts with that word that in North America has become a swear word – “submit.”  
And so we don’t really know what to do with passages like the one we have 
come to today.  I’ve heard Christians say things like “I just don’t agree with 
everything Paul says” or “Paul is pretty chauvinistic and his words are simply 
outdated for the world we live in today.”   
 
And perhaps you’ve been troubled by passages like this in the past.  Today I 
want to tackle that.  And I want to show that Paul isn’t a chauvinist, and in fact 
these words are the inspired words of God for the church for all time.   
 
To get there I want to establish a couple points of foundation.  Are you ready? 
 
The first foundation is that as Christians we believe that our faith must have an 
impact on every relationship we have.  It has to come home with us, it has to 
accompany us to the office, and we have to wear it to school.  The reality is there 
is no such thing as a Sunday Christian.  Anyone who doesn’t allow Jesus to 
impact every aspect of their lives is not a Christian at all. 
 
Now this doesn’t mean Christians are perfect – we aren’t, but because we have 
received God’s grace we are people who practice living it out wherever we are, 
and we strive to look more and more like the Creator whose image we bear. 
 
We are going to see that in these verses and in fact this is the theme of the entire 
book of Colossians – it is all about how Jesus is supreme over everything in 
creation and over all religious truth.   
 
So foundation one is that Christian faith reflects the supremacy of Christ and 
enters every aspect of life.  Will you give me that? 
 
Second, whatever we find in these verses they can’t be made to say something 
other than the context they find themselves situated in.  And in the immediate 
verses before Paul’s big idea was that all the distinguishing marks that might 
separate someone as special or superior are absolutely worthless and irrelevant 
to our new identity as Christians.  So in verse 10 we read: 

Put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the 

image of its Creator. Here there is no Gentile or Jew, circumcised 

or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is 
all, and is in all. (Colossians 3:10-11) 

 
So that means that whatever we read today has nothing to do with some people 
being inferior to others; there is no such thing as more or less valuable people in 
the kingdom of God.  Will you give me that? 
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Third, there is a cultural context that Paul is speaking into that is essential to 
understand if we are going to avoid misreading everything Paul writes here.  In 
first century Rome families were different from what we think of as families today.  
They almost always included several generations living together.  Most had 
slaves – about 50% of those who lived in Rome were slaves.  And in this system 
men were not only the leaders of their families, they were the owners and 
masters of their families.   
 
So in Rome obedience was mandatory and disobedience was punished severely 
– sometimes by divorce or banishment and possibly even by death.  And the 
primary reason for this was that women, children and slaves were not considered 
full fledged people.  Only men had rights as full citizens in Rome.2   
 
In that light what Paul writes here is revolutionary.  He actually talks to wives, 
children and slaves like they are people – don’t miss that.  And he puts 
responsibilities on men and masters that were unheard of in Rome.  
 
Without understanding this we might try to interpret Paul’s words in light of our 
21st century human rights standards but that would be a mistake.  In fact Paul’s 
words here and other places were the inspiration for the standards we enjoy 
today.  It was because of the equal value placed on all human life in the Bible 
that slavery was abolished.  Christians were the ones who pushed for an end to 
child labour, and Christians were the ones who lobbied for the equality of women 
in the western world.3  And our forefathers fought for these things based on 
passages like the one we are looking at today. 
… 
So that’s one side of the coin, on the other side is the fact that abolition and the 
establishment of human rights isn’t the point Paul is trying to make here – that’s 
just a side affect.  Paul’s primary intention is to establish what it looks like to live 
under Christ’s supremacy in whatever part of the messy world we find ourselves 
in.  So Paul isn’t talking about rights, he is talking about reflecting Christ.  Can 
you see how that makes a difference to the way this sounds? 
… 
The final foundation I want to lay is that the family is under attack in Canada 
today, and its brokenness is obvious.  And the answer for all the brokenness in 
the world is Jesus, and a return to the way Jesus made things to function.   
 
The very first social structure God implemented was the family.  And like all the 
rules God put in place, His rules for how families should run aren’t there to ruin 
our fun, but to help us live life in the most rewarding way possible.  On the other 
hand when we ignore God’s rules we suffer.  And so I ask you this morning to 
stretch your mind and consider what Paul writes here.  If there is brokenness in 
your family it can be overcome by implementing the words God has given us.   
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… 
So with that stated lets turn our attention to the three relationships described 
here: wives and husbands, children and parents and slaves and masters. 
 
Look at verse 18. 
 
[Read Colossians 3:18-19] 
 
Paul starts with a word to wives.  Now again this is one of those verses that really 
gets our hackles up, so I want to start by noting what this doesn’t say.  First this 
does not say women are supposed to be submissive to men in general.  This is 
only talking about the marriage relationship.  And second, Paul does not tell 
wives to “obey” their husbands.  “Obey” is the word used for both children and 
slaves, but wives get something else – they get the word “submit.”   
 
So what is Paul getting at here.  There are three things that I want to bring out. 
 
First Paul addresses wives as people with the ability to make decisions for 
themselves.  And this really needs to be stated.  There are similar lists of 
instructions for how families should run from the first century but they rarely 
address wives because women weren’t considered worth talking to.  So other 
lists read something like this: 

Men, as the heads of your households, rule over your people in order that 
society may function well.  Keep your wives in submission, and your 
children and slaves obedient.   

 
Very similar words to what Paul uses here, but from a very different perspective. 
 
In contrast here Paul encourages wives to “submit” or more accurately “submit 
yourselves” to your husbands.  This is a freely embraced submission not a 
submission wives are forced into. 
 
And so Paul is saying “wives, choose to arrange yourself under your husband’s 
authority,”4 entrust yourself to your husband’s leadership.  And don’t do this 
because it is culturally beneficial or because wives are less intelligent or in any 
way inferior to husbands, but because this is fitting in the Lord.  
 
This is the order that God has ordained in Creation – this is the way God says 
marriage works best.  And when we line ourselves up with what God says we 
find ourselves living in the greatest fulfillment and happiness.   
 
Now the clincher in all this is that the picture of submission Paul paints here 
originates with Jesus.  Jesus always submitted to the Father.  He put His desires 
and His plans second to the Father’s direction.  Jesus said: 
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For I have come down from heaven not to do My will but to do 

the will of Him who sent Me. (John 6:38)  
 
So wives what God’s word calls you to here is a further clothing yourself in 
Christ’s attributes.  It wasn’t easy for Jesus to submit to the Father, but it was 
right and it brought about the best results both for Jesus and for the rest of 
humanity.  Hebrews tells us it was for the joy set before Him that He endured the 
cross.5 
… 
Now I’m going to leave that there and turn to verse 19 and the other side of the 
equation, because Paul immediately wants to make sure husbands don’t print 
verse 18 out and post it on their wives bathroom mirror. 
  
And actually throughout the Bible a lot more is said to husbands than to wives 
and what is given is radically counter-cultural.  While the world around Paul said 
husbands were entitled to the unconditional submission of their wives, Paul tells 
“husbands to love their wives.”  And the kind of love husbands are to have is 
agape love.  Paul just used this same word back in verse 12 to describe the kind 
of love God has for His chosen people.  So husbands are to put on God’s love 
when dealing with their wives. 
 
Now for husbands to take God’s role in the marriage is one of incredible self-
sacrifice.  If you were here for our Good Friday service you will remember Pastor 
Curtis talking about how when God made the covenant with Abraham He alone 
gave all the promises and accepted all the consequences.  And that is what 
husbands are called to here.  
 
Let me make this clear, husbands, if your marriage is in trouble it is your 
responsibility to die to yourself and your wants and your needs, and it is your job 
to pour out unconditional love on your wife regardless of what she is or isn’t 
giving you in return.  That is how God loves us. 
 
The reason we are Christians is that while we were sinners Christ died for us.  
He won us over by giving us grace when we deserved justice and forgiving us 
when we weren’t even asking for it.   
 
Now at this point I have heard people say things like “This kind of love gets 
results, I’ve never heard of a wife who wasn’t willing to submit to a husband who 
loved her like Christ loves the church.”  But actually that is not true. 
 
Husbands there is no promise in this text that if you love your wife like this you 
will get the results you want.  Paul does not say love your wives in order to make 
her submit.  In fact even if you love your wife like Jesus loves the church she 
may not reciprocate at all.   
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The evidence for this is that there are literally billions of people in the world that 
Jesus does love perfectly and that He would love to save unconditionally who are 
reject His advance at every step; and your wife might reject yours too.  But Paul’s 
call to agape love here for husbands means none of that matters.  
 
Husband, if you are going to be a Christian your job is to love your wife like Christ 
loves the church.   
… 
Now let me just return here to wives for a second.  Can see that the call for 
husbands to agape you puts the word “submit” in a different light?    What you 
are called to do is what all Christians do to Christ.  In Ephesians we read: 

Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should 
submit to their husbands in everything. (Ephesians 5:24) 

 
But perhaps you are saying “Well my husband doesn’t look anything like Jesus, 
so I don’t have to submit to him.”  Here I would say the same word applies that 
applied to husbands.  While it is right for a husband to agape love his wife, it 
doesn’t guarantee she is going to reciprocate; so here the choice to submit to 
your husband has nothing to do with whether he looks like Jesus or not and likely 
won’t change him.  But that’s not the point.  It is obedience to Christ that matters.  
We love and submit to please Jesus not to change our spouse. 
 
Paul is not saying “this is the way to have a great marriage, he is saying this is 
the way to honour Christ in even the worst marriage.  You are the one who is 
being called to change here, not your spouse.  You are being called to clothe 
yourselves in Christ. 
… 
Now while Paul is not writing a self-help marriage book here, when we put 
ourselves in line with what Christ wants for us, when we choose to obey 
regardless of how hard it is, a side affect is that we find ourselves living the 
greatest life of joy possible.   
 
And can you imagine what it would be like to be married to Jesus?  So husbands 
imagine you were bending over backwards striving to look like Jesus to your wife.  
You were continually dying to yourself and preferring her above yourself.  How 
likely do you think she would be to submit to your leadership?  And wives 
imagine instead of pushing back against your husband all the time you were 
striving to honour him like you honour Jesus, can you imagine how loveable you 
would be? 
 
So wives and husbands choose to honour and look like Jesus by submitting to 
and loving your spouse. 
… 
I’m going to turn here to the second relationship between children and parents.  
Look at verse 20. 
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[Read Colossians 3:20-21] 
 
Paul starts out here affirming that children have a responsibility to listen to and 
carry out the instructions of their fathers, which could also be translated parents.  
And Paul says this pleases the Lord.  In fact in the 6th commandment is: 

Honor your father and your mother, so that you may live long in 
the land the LORD your God is giving you. (Exodus 20:12) 

 
So God likes it when children are obedient to their parents.   
 
But again there is something countercultural here and really empowering for kids.  
Paul is actually talking to you!  While in the Roman world you would have been 
viewed as basically the equivalent of a slave, the property of your parents, here 
Paul says you are a real person with a will of your own.  And Paul encourages 
you to make a choice to honour God with your life.  Choose to obey your parents 
because this pleases Jesus.  You can please Jesus! 
 
Now some of you kids don’t have perfect parents.  Your parents sometimes don’t 
treat you the way you feel they should.  Perhaps you feel they aren’t always fair 
with you.  Paul here says don’t obey because your parents are perfect and are 
worth your obedience, instead he says obey because you want to please Jesus.  
It really doesn’t have anything to do with your parents at all.   
 
So I encourage you, regardless of what your parents are like, make the choice to 
please the Lord, and be obedient. 
… 
On the other side of this coin there is another counter-cultural challenge to 
fathers and parents.  Don’t embitter your children or they will become 
discouraged.  This means don’t be so strict that your children feel they can’t 
please you.  If you do this it will just provoke rebellion.   
 
So here are a couple questions parents can ask themselves to see how they are 
doing:6 
 
First, do you view your children as being gifts from God?  As not really being 
yours, but His, entrusted to you for a time?  Is that your perspective? 
 
Second, are you attempting to partner with God to raise your kids in a way that 
honours Him?  This is His highest priority for them, where does it rank in 
importance for you? 
 
Third, do your kids know how delighted you are in them?  Do they know you are 
on their side? 
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Fourth, are you living in a way that models godliness to your kids?  You aren’t 
perfect, but are you trying to live in a way that you will be able to say like Paul, 
imitate me kids as I imitate Christ?7 
 
Finally, are you calling your children to obedience and correcting them in a way 
that is both firm and fair? 
 
It certainly hasn’t been easy to be a kid or a parent in any generation.  But what 
Paul calls us all to here is to put on Christ’s attitudes towards each other.  This is 
how you can please God no matter how terrible your parents or your kids are. 
… 
The final relationship that Paul discusses is between slaves and masters.  So 
look with me at verse 22. 
 
[Read Colossians 3:22-4:1] 
 
Now you probably noticed that this section is by far the longest of the three 
sections.  And likely the reason for that is that the runaway slave Onesimus who 
ended up becoming a Christian after meeting Paul, was the one delivering this 
letter to the church in Colossae.  You can see a reference to this in chapter 4 
verse 9.  And so while Paul was sending Onesimus back he wanted to speak 
clearly into that sensitive situation. 
 
But then just like he did with wives and children, Paul follows the same counter-
cultural format by writing to slaves – no one did this!  And here Paul endows 
them with worth by addressing them as equal members of the church.  The very 
fact that slaves and free men were hearing this letter together is remarkable!  
And then Paul says that slaves are actually free agents capable of living in a way 
that honours God.  They could choose to obey their masters not because they 
had to, but because they wanted to please God.   
 
Then the passage ends with a similarly culturally radical to masters to treat their 
slaves well because ultimately they all had the same Master in heaven.  This is a 
phenomenal text!   
 
The final thing to note here is that while there are not direct parallels between the 
world of slavery in the first century and the work world today, there are a few 
things that cross the lines.  And I would like to draw out three of those parallels 
for you.8 
 
First, Paul encourages slaves to serve their masters not only when their eyes is 
on them, with the hope of earning their favor, but as working for the Lord.  And so 
here the parallel would be that as employees we should strive to do our best all 
the time, not just when we are being watched.  And we should do this because 
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our ultimate boss is God.  He is the one who rewards, and it is His pleasure, not 
our bosses, that we ultimately seek. 
 
Attached to this then choose to worship at work.  Now I’m not necessarily saying 
you should try to have a Bible study during your lunch break, but adapt an 
attitude where you are intentionally ascribing worth to God through what you do. 
 
In North America our jobs are a huge source of identity for us – we look to our 
work to find our worth, but Paul calls for a totally different attitude.  Instead of 
looking to find meaning at work, seek to bring meaning to your work by making 
what you do be about pleasing God. 
 
Second, work for a raise in your next life.  Just like with everything else Paul has 
said here there is no promise in these words that if you do this then your boss will 
treat you well.  Instead the goal is pleasing God – whether your boss is pleased 
by your God-honouring work ethic or not is irrelevant.   
 
Third, if you are a boss recognize that you have a responsibility to be Christ to 
your employees.  So err on the side of grace, be fair when conflicts arise, and 
seek to bless them by paying them at least what they are worth and giving them 
as many perks as possible.  Do this not thinking first about your bottom line, but 
remembering that you also have a Boss, and you are working to earn His 
pleasure. 
… 
Brothers and sisters, you are invested in all sorts of relationships.  You are wives 
and husbands; you are children and parents; you are employees and bosses; 
and these relationships are important, but they are secondary.  Your primary 
relationship is to your Master, Christ, and you are His ambassador.  So wives, 
children, employees, husbands and bosses, because of what Christ has done for 
you, work hard to model His supremacy in every relationship you find yourself in.  
 


