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Introduction

In this passage, the apostle Paul gives his final instructions concerning the responsibilities and duties of the Christian home.  These verses continue the section which began in 3:18.  After having addressed the relationship between Husbands and Wives, and children and their parents, Paul now addresses a final pair of relationships, the relationship between slaves and masters.  It was natural for Paul to group all of these relationships together since, at that time, many families would have included a number of slaves.


The institution of slavery was very pervasive in the ancient world.  One estimate has it that one third of the population of Rome was made up of slaves.  Some were prisoners of war; some were criminals sentenced to a life of slavery by the courts; some were purchased from lands outside the empire; and others were children of slave parents.  It is highly likely that some of the believers in Colosse were slaves and others, probably fewer in number, would have been slave-owners.


The bible is clear that in spiritual terms their is neither slave nor free.  

Galatians 3:28 (ESV) - “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”


The Bible is also clear that it in no way commands, or condones slavery.

Wayne Grudem - “The Bible does not approve or command slavery any more than it approves or commands persecution of Christians....When the Bible tells slaves to be submissive to their masters, it does not mean that the Bible supports or commands slavery, but only that it tells people who are slaves how they should respond.”

1.   Old Testament Background:

a.   The laws that made up the national covenant between Israel and God include condemnation of overpowering people and selling them as slaves.

b.   Exodus 21:16 (ESV) - “Whoever steals a man and sells him, and anyone found in possession of him, shall be put to death.”

c.   Slavery as it was practiced throughout the Roman Empire was virtually unknown in ancient Israel.

d.   An Israelite who fell into serious debt could sell himself into indentured servitude, but stringent restrictions were in force to ensure that this never became permanent.  There was a maximum term of seven years.  Once this was over, the master was required to provide the former servant with enough capital to start out on his own again.

e.   A system of forced labor was sometimes imposed on foreign prisoners of war, and in Joshua’s day an ethnic minority known as the Gibeonites had been enslaved, but in general slavery was only practiced in Israel during times of marked national spiritual and moral decline.

f.   The prophets condemned it.

g.   Jeremiah 34:8-9 (ESV) - “The word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord, after King Zedekiah had made a covenant with all the people in Jerusalem to make a proclamation of liberty to them, that everyone should set free his Hebrew slaves, male and female, so that no one should enslave a Jew, his brother.”

2.   New Testament View

a.   1 Timothy 1:9-10 (ESV) - “understanding this, that the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and disobedient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane, for those who strike their fathers and mothers, for murderers, the sexually immoral, men who practice homosexuality, enslavers, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine,”

b.   Paul did not approve of slavery.  In fact, these words indicate that he and the Bible condemn it.

c.   Paul’s aim was to transform the relationship between a slave and his master through the gospel.


In addition to the Old Testament and New Testament background, the Lord Jesus and the apostles used the relationships between slaves and masters as a means of spiritual instruction, by likening the believer, one who belongs to Christ and serves Him, to a slave.  So New Testament literature accepts slavery as a social reality and seeks to instruct those in that system to behave in a godly manner.


Paul focus was not to try to change the social structure of Colosse, but to resolve the problems between slaves and masters.  It is clear that he assumes that it is only by learning to serve the Lord Christ that each can begin to come to proper terms with the other.

Kent Hughes - “The advice Paul gives here was ultimately revolutionary, because in time it brought the downfall of slavery as an institution.  But it was also immediately revolutionary in that it brought fullness to the Christian’s life, whether slave or master.  In the ancient world this was a domestic fullness, because slavery was an intensely personal family matter.  Today the application is largely professional as we are either masters or serve our masters.”


Ephesians 6:5-9 parallels this text.  In our day, that relationship can largely be compared to that of employer and employee.  Relationships in the workplace can be very difficult to navigate.  So Paul’s words in this section are extremely practical to the times in which we live.  Paul’s challenge is that whether you are an employee, or an employer, the gospel must inform our actions.

I.  A Word To Slaves.  vs.22

A.   Submission.  (vs. 22a)
1.   “Slaves, obey in everything those who are your earthly masters,”

2.   As in the relationships between husbands and wives and parents and children, the principle of authority and submission is central to Paul’s thought in these verses.

3. obey - same word used in verse 20 where Paul instructed children to obey their parents; present tense; stresses constant, daily obedience.

4.   in everything - comprehensible phrase; it means we should comply with instructions that are easy and pleasant, but also with those that are tedious and disagreeable; when the boss is fair and reasonable, and when he is not; however this does not include things that are sinful and displeasing to God.

B.   Self - Leadership.  (vs.22b)
1.   “not by way of eye service, as people-pleasers,”

2.   Paul uses a negative statement to describe the employees submission.

3.   not by way of eye service - “When the boss is looking, look busy”; means either work that is done because the boss has his eye upon you, or that which is done to catch the bosses attention; the emphasis is on external appearances; Paul has in mind an approach to one’s work designed to either attract attention or to avoid punishment; work discharged only when one’s boss is present and observant, together with the tendency to trifle and piddle when he’s absent, hoping that one’s sloth won’t be detected.

4.   The employee who does this works only when he is being watched and works only enough to satisfy the minimum demands of his boss.

5.   The appearance of obedience is there, but the reality is very different.

6.   Paul is saying that we should work with the same intensity and care whether we are being observed or not.

7.   as people pleasers - don’t be afraid of people

8.   Proverbs 29:25 (ESV) - “The fear of man lays a snare, but whoever trusts in the Lord is safe.”

9.   In using this negative statement, Paul is emphasizing the need for us to lead ourselves, and take ownership of our work.

10.   Paul is saying that we shouldn’t need to be checked on, because we always do our work to the best of our ability, whether or not anyone else is around.

C.   Sincerity.  (vs. 22c)
1.    “but with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord.”

2.   Paul now uses a positive statement to describe the employees submission.

3.   The obedience required is not external service, doing a duty with reluctant attitude.

4.   sincerity of heart - singleness of heart; no ulterior motive; without wax; in the ancient world, where the making of pottery was an important industry, dishonest potters would sometimes cover up cracks or flaws in the pottery by filling them with wax.  In normal usage this might not be detected.  But it could be seen of the pottery was held up to the light before it was purchased, and when that happened the wax would show up as a lighter hue.  Good pottery was often stamped with the word sin cera (without wax) as proof of its excellent quality.

5.   Paul is telling us to be serious about our work.

6.   Many workers, Christians and non- Christians view work as a drag, they drag themselves there and drag themselves home.  They leave their Christianity at home rather than allowing the lord to empower them to be witnesses as joyful, energetic, grateful employees.

7.   With a full understanding that God sees both the action and the attitude and that God sees when men are not present, the godly employee will perform his task to the best of his ability in order to be a good testimony for Christ.

8.   fearing the Lord - if we learn to fear God it will drive out lesser fears.

9.   When you fear the Lord, there is no need to fear man.

10.   John MacArthur - “The place where a believer works is part of his field of service for the Lord, and it is often a mission field.  When he does his work carefully and respectfully it is a testimony to unbelievers, an encouragement to believers, and an act of service to God.”

11.   Jim Elliot - “Wherever you are, be all there.  Live to the hilt every situation you believe to be the will of God.”
D.   Service.  (vs.23)
1.   “Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men,”

2.   whatever - sphere of work; all assigned responsibilities

3.   do - denotes faithful toil and labor

4.   heartily - “from the soul”; total enthusiasm; putting their whole inner man into the effort.

5.   Paul tells Christian employees that we should be the best, the most trustworthy, the most loyal, faithful, and industrious people in the workforce.

6.   as for the Lord - the employee does everything out of love for Christ, by the power of Christ, and to the glory of Christ.

7.   We should serve our employer as we would serve the Lord.  Not simply out of duty, with self-preservation and self-interest in view; rather we are to work ‘as to the Lord.

8.   William Barclay - “...The secret of good work is to do it for God.”

9.   A simple task can become a significant task when it is done for the Lord.

10.   “It is possible for the housewife to cook a meal as if Jesus were going to eat it, or to spring clean the house as if Jesus Christ were to be the honored guest.  It is possible for teachers to educate children, for doctors to treat patients and nurses to care for them, for solicitors to help clients, shop assistants to serve customers, accountants to audit books and secretaries to type letters as if in each case they were serving Jesus Christ.”

11.   not for men -

12.   The boss might be fair or unfair, a bully or a benevolent employer.  That is a side issue.  The Christian keeps his eye on Christ.  He is the one for whom he is working, not some man.

13.    Question:  Who do you really work for?

14.   Our boss may be impossible to deal with and to work for, but if we are believers, we don’t work for him anyway.

15.   If we can see our job as a calling from God, something that we do at the express wish of Christ, it can take the edge off of difficult relationships and situations.

16.    Question:  Whose disapproval matters the most?  Christ, or your boss?

17.   It is not a matter of pleasing our earthly master, but our heavenly master who loves us and sent his Son to save us.

18.   Remember our boss did not give his life for us, Jesus did.  We will not appear before our boss for final judgment, but we will stand before Christ.
E.   Satisfaction.  (vs.24)
1.   “knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward.  You are serving the Lord Christ.”

2.   Paul reminds the believers that there are rewards to come for diligent, faithful service to Christ.

3.   All diligent, faithful service, done as to the Lord, will be rewarded at the Judgment Seat Of Christ.

4.   Ephesians 6:8 (ESV) - “knowing that whatever good anyone does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether he is slave or free.”

5.   God doesn’t promise to change our conditions of employment.  He doesn’t promise that our boss is going to be nice to us, but He does promise to reward us for everything we are going through in obedience to the gospel.

6.   Galatians 6:9 (ESV) - “And let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season we will reap, if we do not give up.”

7.   We may never receive recognition, reward, promotion, or praise down here, but we will receive it in heaven.

8.   The Lord’s payday is not at the end of the week, but at the end of our lives.

9.   God pays us so well that when we get to heaven we will wish we had served him more.

10.   God’s credits and rewards are always dependable and always appropriate.  No good thing done in His name and for His glory can pass His notice or fail to receive His blessing.

11.    To the first century slave this was good news because under Roman law a slave could inherit nothing.

12.   Sam Storms - “As difficult as it may be, we must labor in God’s grace to look beyond mere earthly payment or praise as the motivation for our efforts.  There is something inherently spiritual in all that a Christian does, whether that be the digging of a ditch, the preaching of a sermon, or the changing of a diaper.  It is for Christ that we work.  It is from Christ that the reward will come.”
F.   Settlement.  (vs.25)
1.   “For the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he has done, and there is no partiality.”
2.   Poor service will also be judged.

3.   The warning is that the Lord will discipline without partiality in cases of disobedience.

4.   Even if we are God’s children we will reap what we sow, because God is impartial.

5.   Galatians 6: (ESV) - “Do not be deceived:  God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that will he also reap.”

6.   You may be able to fool your boss, but you cannot fool God.

II.  A Word To Masters.  (4:1)

A. Respect.  (vs.1a)

1. “Masters, treat your slaves justly and fairly”

2. This would be a new idea to Roman masters because they considered their slaves as “things,” and not people. 

3. Under Roman law the slaves had no rights at all.  Masters had almost total control over their slaves and could do with them whatever they pleased. 

4. Few unsaved Roman masters ever thought of treating their slaves with fairness, for slaves deserved nothing.

5. So these words had a strange ring to non-Christians, and to the newly believing master.  

6. Also given the social conditions of the times, this command may have been more difficult to carry out than what was asked of the slaves.

7. The master who attempted to provide his slaves with what was just and fair ran a deep risk of ostracism from his fellow slave owners.

8. God will judge masters who mistreat their slaves, as He will slaves who fail to serve their masters.
9. Paul is saying that employers should treat their employees the way they want to be treated.

10.   If employers realized that they must answer to God for the way they conduct themselves with their employees, they would care about what happens to them.  They would be concerned that they are paid properly.  They would be concerned about their illnesses, their spouses, their children, their education.
B. Remember.  (vs. 1b)

1. “knowing that you also have a Master in heaven.”

2. The employer is not only in authority, he is under authority.

3. He is directly accountable to God for his behavior.

4. you also have a Master - serves as a reminder that no one reaches a point so high up the tree that he ceases to be accountable.

5. Ray Stedman - “Before the Lord, masters and slaves are on equal footing.  He will demand an accounting from you as to how you have treated those He has entrusted to your care and stewardship.  So listen to them and value them.  Honor the image of God that is reflected in each one.”

6. Masters must recognize that they are also spiritual slaves to Christ and that they must willingly serve the needs of others.

7. John MacArthur - “A Christian employers first work, just as a Christian employee’s first work, is to do God’s will and to manifest Christlikeness in all that he does.  He makes business decisions first of all on the basis of God’s standards of righteousness, truth, and honesty - seeking to manifest the nature and will of his heavenly Father in everything he does.  He deals with his employees on the basis of their own welfare and best interests as well as those of business.  He deals with them fairly because that is His Lord’s will he treats them with respect because to do so is to respect and honor the Lord.”

Conclusion:

Principles To Take Away (Sam Storms)
1.   All of life, whether in work or family or ministry is subject to the sovereignty of God, governed by the Lordship of Christ, and is to be lived for the glory of God.

2.   Christ Jesus is your master in heaven.

3.   Fear God, not man.

4.   All that you do is ultimately for the Lord.

5.   You serve the Lord.

6.   It is from the Lord that our eternal reward is coming.

