STUDY 10 – COLOSSIANS 3:18-4:1

SO FAR

In chapter 3 Paul has been teaching how we live out our lives “in Christ”. The basic principles are in 3:1-4, and they have been applied to our personal lives, and to our lives as the church.
THIS SECTION

Paul continues to apply the living out of our life in Christ. Now he turns to households, which in the ancient world would have included husbands, wives, children and slaves. The fact that we are “in Christ” has application to all these relationships. Although there are some very challenging things said in these verses, notice that Paul continues to give the motivation for this new behaviour – because we are “in the Lord”. 
Notice as well that these verses are about life in the real world. We live out our identity in Christ in the worlds of work and family, we don’t escape from those responsibilities into a holy corner by ourselves. 
A note about slaves – Paul is neither condemning or condoning slavery in this passage, merely acknowledging it as a fact of life in Colossae. He is in fact saying something far more radical than “get rid of slavery”, he is saying that as a slave (and even as a master) your defining relationship is your relationship to Christ, and you can live out that relationship while you are a slave. Slavery does not stop you from pleasing Christ!

Although we do not have slaves the verses on slavery can have application to us today. Some people are in financial slavery to others (paying back loans/credit etc) so the verses can apply in that kind of situation. Although the work/employer relationship is different to the slave master relationship thee is a case for saying that if these things are true where the slave is not being paid, then how much more should they be true where we are!
NOTES

18 Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.
As a result of the fall (see Genesis 3:16) this is a deeply unpopular verse! But notice that this is addressed to wives about their relationship with their husbands (not women to men generally), that submission is not a bad thing in itself (it does not imply a difference of value. Jesus Christ submitted to his Father). Notice as well the reason “it is fitting in the Lord”. This is true for all generations because it is how the wife lives out her life in Christ. Paul is not a sexist who is bound to the cultural norms of his day. 
19 Husbands, love your wives and do not be harsh with them.

The way the husband lives out his identity in Christ is to love his wife – not a feeling, but service, even to death (see Ephesians 5). Husbands are not to be harsh – which involves being irritated towards, being aggrieved, shifting the blame. This is what it means to take the lead in the marriage relationship. A husband who does this will make it easy for a wife to submit to him.
20 Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord.

Children are called to obey their parents, not because they are always perfect, but because this pleases God. This is counter cultural especially today when children are expected to disobey. But it is a great witness to the Lordship of Christ when a child respects and obeys their parents.
21 Fathers, do not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged.

Fathers are addressed here, and it is a reminder that as the head of the family fathers have particular responsibility for their children (not mothers, the church, or the state). They are to make it easy for children to obey, and to build them up by not embittering them. Fathers must not provoke a rebellious attitude in their children.

The worst thing for a child is a professing believer for a father whose life makes it plain he does not believe in the Lord.

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.

Many in the early church were slaves and it must have been tempting for them to express their new life in Christ by rebelling against their earthly masters. But Paul tells them they must not do that, and that they express their new life in Christ by pleasing their human masters. In fact, knowing Christ gives them a greater incentive to obedience – they will become better slaves, because they serve Christ by serving their boss! 

23 Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men,

Knowing the Lord gives greater incentive to work because we serve him whatever we are doing and wherever we are. 
24 since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving. 25 Anyone who does wrong will be repaid for his wrong, and there is no favouritism.
Paul assures the slaves that their work will not go unnoticed, and that any injustice they receive will not go unpunished.
4:1 Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know you also have a Master in heaven.
Christian masters equally have a responsibility to provide for their slaves and to give them justice, because they know they serve the Lord. 
SUGGESTED QUESTIONS 
What have we learnt so far in chapter 3 about how to live the Christian life?

What is the particular responsibility of the Christian wife? Is this just a cultural expectation?

What is the particular responsibility of the Christian husband? Is this just about feelings?  
What are children called on to do? Is this because they have perfect parents? 
Who are particularly addressed regarding the raising of children? Is this important/surprising? What are they called on to do? 

What difference does knowing Christ make to a slave? How will their work change? 
What encouragement are they given? 

How do masters live out their relationship with Christ as masters (vs 1)?

How does the applications to slaves and masters apply to us today? 
