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(2) Family Relationships (3:18–4:1)

18 Wives, submit to your husbands, as 

is fi"ing in the Lord.

19 
Husbands, love your wives and do 

not be harsh with them.

20 Children, obey your parents in 

everything, for this pleases the Lord.

21 Fathers, do not embi"er your chil-

dren, or they will become discouraged.

22 
Slaves, obey your earthly masters in 

everything; and do it, not only when 

their eye is on you and to win their 

favor, but with sincerity of heart and 

reverence for the Lord. 23 Whatever you 

do, work at it with all your heart, as 

working for the Lord, not for men, 

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 favoritism.

1 Masters, provide your slaves with 

what is right and fair, because you 

know that you also have a Master in 

heaven.

Christian commitment affects every 
area of life, including the family. It was 
natural, therefore, for Paul and other 
writers to specify the Christian’s respon-
sibilities in these areas. Several ma#ers of 
introduction will help put these com-

mands in their proper perspective.
Paul presented another list of instruc-

tions, which Luther called Haustafeln. 
!e term has received almost universal 
acclaim. !e New Testament contains 
several passages of lists which address 
domestic relationships (Eph 5:22–6:9; 1 
Tim 2:8–15; 6:1, 2; Titus 2:10; 1 Pet 
2:12–3:7). Other moralists and philoso-
phers had similar lists.59 !e question 
arises, therefore, as to how Christian this 
list is.60 Certainly it captures the spirit of 
Jewish theology and ethics, and similar 
expectations occurred in the Gentile 
world. !is particular formulation, how-
ever, along with Eph 5:22–6:9, has dis-
tinctively Christian elements. It speaks to 
accepting the proper order of home and 
society for Christian reasons, “as unto the 
Lord.” None of the other lists were moti-
vated in this way, nor was their ultimate 

59 See Lohse, 154–56, for a brief discussion of 

other similar lists in the Hellenistic world.
60 Scholars vary in their appraisals of the list. 

Lohse, e.g., says, “!ese rules for the house-

hold are not, insofar as their content is con-

sidered, ‘a genuinely Christian creation’ and 

thus they cannot, without further ado, be 

considered to be ‘applied kerygma” ’ (154, n 4). 

!ere is a lengthy and adequate discussion of 

various source theories for the list in O’Brien, 

Colossians, Philemon, 215–18.
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goal the glory of the Lord.61

In the Roman world, the household 
included all those who were the responsi-
bility of the head of the house; therefore, 
the original readers would have included 
servants. !e broad perspective that 
included servants suggests servants and 
masters were members of the Christian 
community at Colossae. !e fact that 
Paul included servants o"en in his ethical 
lists points to the fact that there were 
actually people to whom the teaching 
applied. !ese rules were not simply 
theoretical discussions. At the church of 
Colossae, probably both Onesimus, the 
servant, and Philemon, the slave-owner, 
worshiped in the same fellowship.

!e passage resembles Eph 5:22–6:9. 
Both the basic content and the order of 
presentation are the same. Colossians is 
much shorter in the first two sets of rela-
tionships, husband/wife and 
parent/child, but more extended in dis-
cussing the master/slave relationship. In 
each case Colossians presents the heart of 
the ma#er, but both Ephesians and Colos-
sians interpret the other.

!e order of the text is significant. !e 
text moves logically from marriage to 
family to extended family concerns; the 
movement is from the most intimate cir-
cle outward in couplets of relationships. 
!ere is also a pa#ern in the way each 
couplet is introduced. In each case, the 
one who submits comes first. !is subtle 
way of emphasis suggests that Paul spoke 
primarily to the three groups of people 
who submit and secondarily to the oth-
ers. Even though at times more is said to 
those mentioned second, the ones men-
tioned first receive more emphasis.

!e consistency of presentation in the 
New Testament domestic lists reveals a 
further truth. God has a definite order for 
his economy on the earth. Since the order 
is God-ordained, Christians have a 
responsibility to accept it and live within 
it. !e question of the abiding nature of 
these commands cannot be discussed 
fully here.62 Some suggest they are cul-
ture specific. !ey say that the words only 
relate to the culture in which they were 
given and that they must be altered signif-

61 Hendriksen notes that the list is distinctively 

Christian in three ways: its power to carry out 

the commands (the grace of God), its purpose 

(the glory of the Lord, 3:17), and its pa#ern 

(Christ the bridegroom) (167).

62 !e exegetical and hermeneutical literature 

on this issue is as extensive as any in the New 

Testament, and it grows daily. !e issue is 

theological, exegetical, hermeneutical, ethi-

cal, and, of course, each of these areas is easily 

affected by bias and emotion.
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icantly to apply to another generation.63

!is conclusion poses many difficul-
ties. Only a few can be identified here. 
First, nothing in the passage itself sug-
gests even remotely that this was a tempo-
rary command for a specific situation. If 
it were, a relative position would be easier 
to accept. Second, the appeal to the cul-
ture of the day is fraught with difficulties. 
By what standard is the culture to be 
measured? Is the twentieth-century
cultural pa#ern the norm, or could it be 

that the Bible intends to correct the 
modern scene at this point, as it does at 
many others? !e argument most o$en 
used against the universal nature of these 
commands is that the culture accepted 
such an order for the family, but when the 
position of women and slaves changed, 
the biblical mandates had li#le meaning. 
If this is the case, the real meaning of the 
command is “to let the order of society be 
true in the church.” !at principle will 
not work. Similar statements could possi-
bly be said of any ethical position that is 
out of character with the New Testament. 
!e end result is an authority (the Bible) 
which is no authority since at any place 
where the culture differs with express 
biblical commands the Bible will be per-
ceived as secondary to culture.

!ird, Paul explained that the order for 
husband and wife was distinctly beyond 
cultural aspects like this when he argued 
similarly in 1 Cor 11:2–16. !ere he 
accepted the order of creation as one evi-
dence of the timelessness of the pa#ern. 
Further, in that passage Paul explained 
that the pa#ern for the home is the Trin-
ity itself. !ere is a functional subordina-
tion within the Godhead! !us, before 
creation and the fall, there was an order 
of relationships. Fourth, the principle of 
culture-specific application only does not 

63 Lohse, e.g., says: “!ey do not offer time-

lessly valid laws, nor do they endow a particu-

lar social order with ageless dignity. As times 

change, so does the general estimation of 

what is fi#ing and proper. Christian exhorta-

tion, however, must constantly impress on 

new generations the admonition to be obedi-

ent to the Kyrios. How this obedience is to be 

expressed concretely at any given time, will 

always have to be tested and determined 

anew” (157). H. Conzelmann, in H. W. Beyer, 

P. Althaus, H. Conzelmann, G. Friedrich, and 

A. Oepke, Die kleineren Briefe des Apostles 

Paulus, NTD 8 (Gö#ingen: Vandenhoeck, 

1965), 153, agrees. In reaction to this, it should 

be noted that nothing in the text identifies 

how to update what is provided, nor does 

anything suggest it stands in need of such 

update; there is no word from the Kyrios as to 

how and when this task must be done.
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work with all of these commands. While 
it is true that Paul advocated that slaves 
accept their position and adjust to it, it is 
equally true that he sowed the seeds of 
emancipation here and in the Epistle to 
Philemon, which no doubt the church at 
Colossae read. !ere is no equivalent 
passage for the husband and wife or par-
ent and child.64 Even more difficult, the 
principle of “cultural acceptability” 
hardly works with the parent-child rela-
tionship, and whatever principles apply 
to one of these three must be equally 

applicable to all three. !e Pauline 
command for children comes directly 
from the Ten Commandments, and no 
one advocates its reversal in society. Chil-
dren are always expected to obey their 
parents as a pa#ern of life.65

!e point is that this order of relation-
ships appears to be a universally applica-
ble Christian distinctive. Paul’s message 
was that whenever these relationships 
exist, the people in them are expected to 
act as Paul commanded through the 
Spirit of God. When servants are servants 
(and masters are masters), these guide-
lines pertain. When children are children 
(and parents are parents), these guide-
lines remain. Likewise, when a woman is 
a wife (and a man is a husband), this is the 
order God expects. Of course, when other 
situations occur, such as when 

64 Some scholars argue that Gal 3:28 lays the 

seed for such a change when it says “neither 

male nor female.” !at passage is complicated 

by the use of rare words: “male” (ἄρσεν), used 

only nine times in the New Testament; and 

“female” (θῆλυς), used only once. !e word 

ἄρσεν may have a “strong emphasis on sex” in 

the passage where is occurs most frequently 

(Rom 1:27) (BAGD, 109–10). If that is the rea-

son for the hapax legomena θῆλυ (to emphasize 

sex) in Gal 3:28, the passage should read 

something like “in Christ … there is neither 

sex.” However it is interpreted there, the pas-

sage is soteriological in nature and context, 

explaining the work of Christ. Since Paul 

consistently kept this order of instruction in 

the domestic passages, there must have been 

no inconsistency in his mind between this text 

and Gal 3:28.

65 !ere are, of course, elements of society 

which do advocate the freedom of children 

from their parents. Most, however, recognize 

that anarchy would be the result. !e situa-

tion does illustrate the point being discussed. 

Whose cultural norm judges Scripture? Can 

any subculture establish its own morality, 

picking and choosing the elements of Scrip-

ture that it advocates as authoritative and 

discarding the others? !ere must be some 

workable, biblically consistent principle to 

guide in such difficult ma#ers as these.
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servants/slaves are freed, a different set of 

guidelines are appropriate. Most of these 

situations were addressed by the writers 

of Scripture.66

Two final introductory comments 

must be made. First, this presents an 

order for domestic relationships. It is a 

part of the divine economy as it pertains 

to this earth. In heaven things will 

change. Each of the situations addressed 

has some comment about the commands 

being appropriate “in the Lord.” Rather 

than thinking of these guidelines as 

“house rules,” as is commonly done, it is 

be#er to think of them as rules which 

govern specific situations of life for Chris-

tians. Second, each of these follows the 

same pa#ern. Paul addressed the “submit-

ting” party first. !en he provided a 

motivating statement, calling them to 

accept their specific responsibility in the 

Lord. Finally, he followed these with a 

command to the other party as to how 

they are to act in fulfilling their Christian 

obligation.

WIVES AND HUSBANDS (3:18–19)

Wives (3:18)

3:18 Starting with the most basic of 

domestic relationships, Paul addressed 

the wives’ behavior. !e wives were to 

submit to their husbands. !e command 

occurs consistently in the New Testament 

guidelines so that there is a uniform a#i-

tude on the ma#er. !e term means “to 

subject or subordinate.”67 !e verb form 

occurs thirty-eight times in the New Tes-

tament, twenty-three times in the Pauline 

literature, but only one time in Colos-

sians. !ere appears to be a difference in 

the specific nuance of the term according 

to the voice in which it occurs (active or 

middle voice).68 When it occurs in the 

active voice, the power to subject belongs 

to God himself. !is is evidenced in 1 Cor 

15:24–28 (Christ subjecting all things); 

Phil 3:21; Rom 8:20; Eph 1:21–22. In the 

middle voice, it describes a voluntary 

submission which resembles that of 

66 
Two most notable places where this occurs 

are in 1 Cor 7, where Paul argued in detail 

about the various relationships that should be 

maintained regarding sex and marriage, and 

the Pastoral Epistles, where there are specific 

guidelines.

67 BAGD, 847–48. !e middle means to sub-

ject oneself.

68 !is distinction is recognized in BAGD, 

847–48, where it is called active and passive, 

but most explicitly in M. Barth, Ephesians, 

Translation and Commentary on Chapters 4–6, 

AB (Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday, 1974), 

709–15.
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Christian humility. It may describe 
Christ’s submission to God (1 Cor 15:58), 
church members to one another (Eph 
5:21, a parallel context to this one), believ-
ers submi"ing in the exercise of their 
prophetic gi#s (1 Cor 14:32), or the proper 
order for wives (Eph 5:22ff.; Col 3:18). 
!is la"er use appeals to free agents to 
take a place of submission voluntarily. 
!e term does not suggest slavery or 
servitude, and certainly never calls for the 
husband to make his wife submit. If he 
could, her heart would not be in it. 
Besides, Paul addressed wives here, not 
husbands. In this context, the word dif-
fers radically from the word which 
describes the role of children and slaves 
who are to obey (hypakouō).

In comparing this command with Eph 
5:22ff., a more holistic picture emerges of 
the relationship Paul advocated. It has 
been suggested based on Eph 5:21–22 that 
there is a mutual submission of husband 
and wife. While that idea contains an 
important relational principle of mutual 
consideration, the text speaks against 
that. Ephesians 5:21 introduces domestic 
relationships by the participial form of 
the verb “submit.” It is an evidence of the 
filling of the Spirit. As the text develops, 
however, only three of the six receive the 
command to submit: wives, children, and 

slaves. It seems clear, as some point out, 
that the husband submits to the wife by 
loving her and caring for her needs; but, 
it should be noted, Paul did not directly 
call that submission. Admi"edly, Ephe-
sians needs clarification, and that occurs 
in Colossians. In Col 3:18 Paul directly 
called upon the wives to submit, and the 
text does not use the word in relation to 
the husband at all.69

A second ma"er to note is that in each 
passage the wife’s submission is different 
from the others. Children and slaves are 
told to obey; the wife is not. Submission is 
voluntarily assuming a particular role 
because it is right. Obedience is not 
directly commanded. Submission 
demands obedience as a pa"ern, but 
there are times in which obedience to a 
husband may become disobedience to 
God.70 By using the word “submit,” Paul 

69 !e point is that consistently in Scripture 

the wife is to submit to the husband. !e only 

passage which could be interpreted to suggest 

“mutual submission” is Eph 5:21ff., which 

many have allowed to become the standard for 

interpreting all others. !e others, however, 

do not support that interpretation. Each pas-

sage must be studied in harmony for a com-

plete understanding of the others and for a 

complete understanding of proper Christian 

interpersonal relationships.
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separated the kind of obedience expected 

by the wife from that expected of others. 

!e wife has a very different relationship 

to her husband than children to parents 

or slaves to masters.

!e motivation for voluntary submis-

sion is that it is a proper Christian a#i-

tude. !e phrase “as is fi#ing in the Lord” 

identifies these concerns. !e word “fit-

ting” has the idea of proper as a duty.71 By 

employing the statement, Paul made it 

clear that such submission is an outwork-

ing of the lordship of Christ. It is part of 

the Christian order.

As before, this phrase clarifies a com-

mon misunderstanding in Eph 5:22. !e 

phrase “as to the Lord” sometimes bears 

the interpretation that the wife’s relation-

ship to her husband is to be pa#erned 

a$er her relationship to the Lord. !us a 

husband may claim that the wife must 

obey him totally in the same way that she 

does the Lord. Conversely, some wives 

have claimed that the phrase means that 

they submit to their husbands only when 

their husbands act like the Lord. In times 

when the husband fails, it is not neces-

sary for the wife to submit. Both of these 

interpretations miss Paul’s point. Submis-

sion is a ma#er of Christian commit-

ment. It comes with salvation. Voluntar-

ily taking a position of submission is a 

ma#er of a wife’s relationship to the 

Lord, not to her husband. It is “fi#ing in 

the Lord.”

Naturally, some express concern about 

the wife having a seemingly inferior role. 

Such thinking is unbiblical and a misun-

derstanding of these passages. First, since 

Paul used the term of Jesus’ a#itude who 

is Lord of all (see 1 Cor 15:28), the term 

may be appropriately used of one with 

the highest office. Both wives and hus-

bands must recognize that the term has 

nothing to do with personal worth and 

value. Second, Paul described a func-

tional situation which reflects God’s plan 

for families on this earth.
72

 He was not 

speaking ontologically, that is, regarding 

the essence of personhood. !ere is a 

functional subordination, but an essential 

equality. Differences of roles to accom-

plish specific functions do not call for the 

70 
E.g., such cases involve immorality, cruelty, 

and improper conduct. !e guideline then is 

to obey God rather than a husband. Even then, 

however, the commitment must be to submis-

sion to God’s plan as a pa#ern of life and the 

best order for society.

71 !e Greek is ἀνῆκεν. BAGD, 66.

72 !e term “functional” refers to the adminis-

tration of affairs and the organization of tasks 

for proper operation.
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categories of superior and inferior. It is 
be"er to speak of “suited for” and “not 
suited for.” Such an economic division is 
found in God, where the Father, Son, and 
Spirit each have different operations 
(functional subordination), but they are 
all equally divine (essential equality).73

!us Christian relationships on earth are 
pa"erned a$er those in God, and both 
husbands and wives should endeavor to 
understand their roles in that light.74

Husbands (3:19)

!e counterpart of the wife’s responsi-
bility is that of the husband’s. In direct, 
simple, and clear terms, Paul expressed 

the duties of a Christian husband. !e 
discussion is briefer than that of Eph 
5:22ff., where the major portion of the 
instructions for marriage are directed to 
the husband’s care for his wife. !ere the 
command to love was developed more 
fully. Here Paul simply stated it. He did 
add to the words found there, however, 
when he said that husbands were not to 
be bi"er toward their wives. !is verse 
naturally falls into two divisions: Hus-
bands, love your wives; and do not be bit-
ter toward them.

3:19 !e simple, positive command is 
to love. !e term agapē, used here, never 
occurred in secular household tables.75

!e command, therefore, appears to be a 
distinctively Christian element of the 
marriage relationship. It was common, of 
course, for husbands to love their wives 
sexually, but Paul advocated much more 
than that. In his description of the hus-
band’s love in Eph 5:22ff., he clearly 
stated that the husband was to love his 
wife sacrificially. Her inner beauty and 
self-fulfillment were to be his delight, 
and he would do whatever he could to 
promote her personal well-being and sat-
isfaction. !e model is Christ’s love for 

73 Scripture generally assigns different roles to 

the three persons of the Godhead. !e Father 

plans, the Son accomplishes, and the Spirit 

applies. Each, however, is fully God.
74 Lohse understands the passage to mean that 

Christian wives were to adapt to the prevailing 

social order of the day. He implied that the 

term “submit” was frequently used of mar-

riage relationships outside the New Testament 

(157). O’Brien, however, disputes this assump-

tion, claiming that there are only two 

instances of the word used for wife/husband 

relationships apart from Scripture (Colossians, 

Philemon, 221). Paul called the Christians to a 

standard and pa"ern of behavior which was 

not necessarily well accepted even for that day.

75 O’Brien states, “!ey do not occur in any 

extrabiblical Hellenistic rules for the house-

hold” (223).
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the church.

Some have suggested that the hus-

band’s love for the wife is his submission 

to her.76 He submits by leaving his own 

desires and taking her concerns as his 

own. While this dynamic helps define the 

husband’s love, it should be noted that 

the text does not call the husband’s 

responsibility “submission,” nor does it 

state that Christ submi"ed to the church. 

!e text calls it “love.” In the dynamics of 

Christian relationships, a husband’s lov-

ing, caring, sacrificial approach to his 

wife’s well-being makes her responsibility 

of submission easier.77

Paul followed the positive command to 

love with a negative one, “Do not be harsh 

with them.” !is term does not occur in 

other ethical lists.
78

 !e word is followed 

by the preposition “toward” (pros) which 

also is unusual.79

Since Paul issued the command here, 

he probably meant that the marriage rela-

tionship could become an irritant to the 

one who does not love properly. !e 

husband was to take care to see that bit-

terness did not develop.

CHILDREN AND PARENTS (3:20–21)

Moving from the innermost family 

circle, Paul addressed the parent-child 

relationship. As before, his cryptic com-

ments express only the heart of what he 

provided in more extended fashion in 

Eph. 6:1–4.

Children (3:20)
3:20 Again Paul spoke to the one who 

was to submit first. Because he addressed 

children, he must have expected children 

to be present when the text was read 

aloud in the congregation. !e church 

meeting included people of all stations in 

life. Race, age, and economic standing 

paled in significance when people were in 

Christ.

Paul commanded children to “obey.” 

!e word “obey” (hypakouō) is stronger 

76 !ey base this on the assumption that 

Ephesians calls for a mutual submission. !is 

is difficult to derive from the text (see 

note 69).

77 
In light of this discussion, the husband’s 

love or lack of it does not relieve the woman of 

her responsibility toward him. Nor does the 

wife’s lack of submission relieve the husband 

of his responsibility toward her.

78 !e term is πικραίνω. It does occur else-

where in the New Testament, but not in these 

contexts (e.g., Eph 4:31 and the noun in Heb 

12:14).

79 “Toward,” πρός, means in the relationship, 

but several commentators have suggested it 

does not mean “with her” but “because of 

her,” i.e., because of the marriage.
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than the word “submit,” used of wives 
earlier.80 !e text reinforces this by the 
use of the phrase “in everything.” Obedi-
ence was expected. In Eph 6:2–3 Paul 
stated that doing so was a fulfillment of 
the Ten Commandments and qualified 
the children for the reception of a prom-
ise.81

From the two lists, Paul apparently was 
addressing young children here. Two 
factors inform this interpretation. First, 
the use of the term “children” rather than 
“young men” (or equivalent) shows Paul 
was addressing younger children.82

Second, in Eph 6:4 fathers were told to 
“bring them up.” !e training process 
involved teaching children how to obey, 
and those who heard these words would 

respond properly. Nothing in the text 
suggests a specific age, however. !e 
term “children” primarily describes chil-
dren in relation to their parents, so the 
assumption is that they were at home and 
under the parents’ supervision.83

!e motivation occurs at the end of 
this verse: “for this pleases the Lord.” Two 
parts of this expression stress the Chris-
tian motivation. First, the word “pleases” 
almost always describes the relationship 
to the Lord. It conveys the thought of 
“well pleasing.”84 Second, the phrase “in 
the Lord” occurs. !is means “since you 
are in the Lord.” It calls the child to 
remember the state of grace and the 
responsibilities that grow from it.85 !us 
the children have a responsibility in the 
Christian family order. To be pleasing to 
the Lord as a Christians, they should obey 
their parents.

Parents (3:21)
3:21 In the Lord, parents have a mutual 

responsibility to children. !ere is a 

80 !is may be surmised from the definition of 

the two terms ὑποτάσσω and ὑπακούω, and 

from the use of the active voice here rather 

than the middle of ὑποτάσσω.
81 !ere he quoted Exod 20:12 and Deut 15:16.
82 !is would have been strengthened if Paul 

had used the term τεκνία instead of τέκνα, as 

John did in 1 John 2:12, although there it 

appears to be a nuance of the word which is 

endearing rather than pointing to age. Paul 

used that term only once, Gal 4:19, when he 

addressed his spiritual offspring. John used 

the term “young men” (νεανίσκος), but it 

never occurs in the Pauline literature.

83 BAGD states that the term is literally a “child 

in relation to father and mother” (808).
84 Noted by the εὐ prefix to the word. One 

location of this is Rom 12:1–2.
85 See N. Turner, Syntax, A Grammar of New 

Testament Greek, ed. J. H. Moulton (Edin-

burgh: T & T Clark, 1963), 263.
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command and a practical reason. Parents 
are told not to embi"er their children. 
Paul used the term “fathers” in address-
ing the parents. !e term may easily 
encompass both father and mother, as it 
does here, but it also served to remind 
them that the fathers bore a primary 
responsibility for the children in the 
home. Paul meant that they should not 
embi"er or irritate their children. !e 
word “embi"er” (erethizō) occurs only 
one other time in Scripture (in 2 Cor 9:2). 
!is speaks of an irritation or even nag-
ging. Parents embi"er children by con-
stantly picking at them, perhaps refusing 
to acknowledge their efforts. !e fact that 
children might become discouraged sug-
gests that the parents too easily reminded 
the children that they were not good 
enough. !is activity had no place in the 
Christian home. If correction were 
needed, it should have been toward the 
behavior of the child, not the child’s per-
sonhood, and it should have been 
enforced quickly. Discipline was not to be 
prolonged so that nagging occurred.

!e reason for the command was to 
avoid discouragement. Constant nagging 
produces a situation where children are 
discouraged either because they cannot 
please those they love or because they feel 
they are of no worth to anybody.

In this case, Ephesians and Colossians 
complement each other by presenting 
two sides of the issue. In Ephesians, Paul 
exhorted the parents to raise the children 
in the nurture and admonition of the 
Lord. !is suggests a positive, Christian 
environment in which children will 
appreciate the Christian commitment of 
the parents. In time, children should 
believe in the Lord and mature in the 
Christian life and world view. In Colos-
sians, Paul warned parents not to discour-
age their children. Especially in the child-
rearing process, fathers were to embody 
Christian principles and remember the 
equality of all persons in Christ. In God’s 
sight, children and parents have equal 
worth, and parents were to treat their 
children with respect as persons.

SERVANTS AND MASTERS (3:22–4:1)
!e guidelines for slavery were more 

complex than any of the other relation-
ships. At the same time, they reveal the 
heart of the ma"er that underlies these 
commands. !ey are perplexing because 
it seems that Paul should have wri"en to 
undermine the institution of slavery or at 
least to encourage the revolt of the slaves. 
On the one hand, to do so, would have 
caused significant difficulty in the first-
century se"ing, and undue persecution 
would result. Besides, Christians could do 
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li"le by force. On the other hand, the 
teaching of the apostle here and else-
where clearly sowed the seed for the 
emancipation of slaves and the end of the 
institution. Paul did what he could in the 
best way possible.

Most slaves (douloi, sometimes trans-
lated “servants”) found themselves in 
situations of hopelessness. Slaves were, 
generally speaking, victims of war. !e 
slavery was political and economic, not 
racial. Similarly, virtually every class of 
person lived with the realization that war 
could cause them to lose everything and 
be sold into slavery. !ose who revolted, 
seeking to use power to gain freedom, 
found themselves in a worse position 
than before. It simply would not do for 
Paul to advocate slaves walking away 
from their masters. !at would endanger 
many innocent lives and frustrate the 
spread of the gospel.

!is penetrates to the heart of the 
entire “house-table” section. How could 
slaves respond positively as Christians 
within their circumstances? Surely they 
could make a valid response to the gospel 
that would produce a be"er situation for 
them now and in eternity. Paul, in fact, 
presented the appropriate response. He 
called them to acknowledge and accept 
the fact that God knew their situations 

and that he rewarded them for how they 
acted in those situations.

Servants (3:22–25)
Paul said more to the slaves than to any 

other group in this context. !is may 
have been the result of several factors. 
First, there may have been a large num-
ber of slaves in the congregation at Colos-
sae. Second, there may have been trouble 
among the slaves. Possibly some slaves 
were encouraged by the successful escape 
of Onesimus from Colossae to Rome. 
Perhaps he became a kind of folk hero, 
the idol of the downtrodden. Clearly, 
there is some reason so much a"ention is 
placed on Onesimus in Paul’s writings.86

!erefore, Paul may have been concerned 
to promote harmony in the church and 
the home. !ird, Paul may have been 
troubled in general by the institution of 
slavery. His associations with Onesimus 
in Rome perhaps reminded him of the 
atrocities of the institution even when the 
slave had a Christian master. !e Epistle 

86 Although it is primarily in an obscure epis-

tle to Philemon, the slave owner, it should be 

remembered that he was the only individual 

outside the Pauline team who received a now-

canonical le"er from Paul. If Colossians were 

wri"en with an eye on Philemon, the space 

devoted to this man was considerably larger.
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to Philemon reveals that Paul advised 
Onesimus to return at some risk and, no 
doubt, only a"er a renewed consideration 
of the implications of his words. Such 
human relationships bring home the 
personal dimensions of an otherwise 
theoretical theology. Paul’s emphasis on 
the Lord as the master surely reveals his 
dislike of human masters in any form.

3:22 Paul’s guidelines about slaves’ 
responsibilities were twofold: obey and 
serve genuinely. Regarding the obedience 
the Lord expected, Paul used the same 
term for the slave/master relationship 
that he had used to describe children and 
parents (another inescapable relation-
ship). !e word “obey” (hypakouō) occurs 
rather than “submit” (hypotassō). Further, 
slaves, like children, were to obey in 
everything. !ey had a complete respon-
sibility to their masters.87 Even here, Paul 
so"ened his words. !e masters were 
only earthly masters. !ey were masters 
“according to the flesh.” Paul subtly 
reminded the readers of a major theme of 
this section. !ere is an ultimate master 
reigning over both slave and master. 
Slaves of every age have rested their 

hopes of justice on that truth, and heaven 
has become a vital, hope-producing focus 
of life.88

!e second portion pertains to slaves’ 
service (3:22b–23). !ey were to serve 
genuinely. !e tendency for all slaves was 
to work when the master watched, 
thereby easing their situations and, per-
haps, qualifying them for favors.89 Paul 
spoke against that. !e slave was to do his 
work for the Lord, not for his earthly 
master. !e all-seeing eye of the heavenly 
Master searched the motivations of the 
heart. !is is the first reference to the 
heavenly Master as the object of all the 
slave’s work. Since, in reality, he served 
the Lord, the work was to be undertaken 
with a spirit of reverence and fear.90 All 
of life was to be lived with a conscious 
realization of the Master.

3:23 Paul continued the command to 

87 Like the other two relationships, however, 

this instruction probably assumed that a line 

could be drawn for immoral or illegal activi-

ties which might be encouraged by the master.

88 Perhaps the slaves were most exemplary in 

their faith and love because of their hope. 

!ey had only a hope of heaven, but that was 

enough to live properly on earth.
89 Some slaves held positions of trust. Some 

could earn private money. !ey sometimes 

could buy freedom, and some were given the 

right to own slaves of their own.
90 Fear as a motive occurs seven times in all: 

Col 3:22; Eph 6:5; 1 Pet 2:17, 18; 3:2, 6; Eph 5:33

(see O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 227).
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genuine service by urging slaves to work 

“with all your heart” (Col 3:23). Recalling 

the general admonition of 3:17 (“what-

ever you do, whether in word or deed”), 

Paul applied the principle to the slaves’ 

work. !e command involves the impera-

tive form of the word “work.” Even work 

for someone else was to be heartfelt. Lit-

erally, Paul stated they should work “out 

of soul.”91 !e phrase occurs synony-

mously with the word “heart,” but if there 

is a difference, perhaps it is in the fact that 

“soul” stresses the life principle and 

expended energy, rather than the pure 

choice which comes from the heart. !us 

one may choose to work from the heart, 

but the actual work done comes from the 

life source itself.92 !e point is that the 

Lord concerns himself with the expendi-

ture of energy and choices made with the 

life. He is the real Master.

3:24 !ree motivations for such ser-

vice are given in vv. 24–25. !e first 

appeals to the motive of reward, “You will 

receive an inheritance from the Lord as a 

reward.” Paul introduced the idea by 

appealing to what they knew already. 

!ey knew the doctrine of rewards and 

punishments; now they were to count on 

it with their lives. As slaves, they could 

look forward to li#le on this earth. Per-

haps some rewards were given for good 

work, but there was no inheritance. In 

speaking of rewards, Paul challenged 

them to consider the fact that their 

rewards were spiritual. Such rewards 

could not be taken away, and the real 

Master would pay them what really mat-

ters. !e reward and inheritance seem to 

have involved the presence of the Lord 

himself. !us, the motive was faithful-

ness to the Lord in the circumstances of 

life. Being a Christian meant that the 

concerns of heaven were to occupy the 

thoughts and energies of those on earth. 

!is motivation strengthened many 

slaves on earth.93 In it, those called to be 

slaves have taught the free that real free-

dom is internal, rather than external. 

!ey have also shown that real riches 

may be found in the midst of earthly 

poverty.

!e second motivation was the 

sovereignty of the Lord: “It is the Lord 

91 Greek, ἐκ ψυχῆς.

92 BAGD, 893–94, provides a survey of the 

range of meanings of the word. BAGD inter-

prets this text to speak of the “feelings and 

emotions” with which the person works.

93 It has given rise to some of the richest of 

music in the African-American spirituals 

which grew out of the slave era in America. 

!e theme of hope beyond this life is beauti-

fully presented.

14Exported	from	Logos	Bible	Software,	3:31	PM	July	31,	2019.



Richard R. Melick, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, vol. 32, !e New American Commentary (Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1991).

Christ you are serving” (3:23b). !e 
emphasis is clearly on the Lord. !e 
rather unusual combination of “Lord” 
and “Christ” without the term “Jesus,” 
points to two titles which were applied to 
the risen Jesus. “Christ” (Christos) 
referred to his messianic work; 
“Lord” (kyrios), to his sovereignty. Per-
haps the combination served to remind 
the slaves of one of two truths, or both. 
!e first was that they were to be con-
scious of their salvation, which came 
from the same one who was their Master. 
If he cared enough to save, he could care 
for all their needs. !e second was that 
the combination stresses two aspects of 
the Lord’s work which apply especially to 
slaves. His work of salvation was a total 
redemption. !ey knew that they served 
a Redeemer who is sovereign. He could 
deliver them in time, and he would 
deliver them in eternity. If, therefore, he 
allowed them to remain in slavery, he had 
some other plan for their lives. His plan 
temporarily overrode his deliverance. 
Whichever of these seem appropriate, the 
slaves were reminded that the Christian 
slave really serves the Lord.

3:25 !e third motivation is given in v. 
25: “Anyone who does wrong will be 
repaid for his wrong, and there is no 
favoritism.” Here Paul reminded them of 

God’s justice. Some commentators think 
Paul changed subjects in this verse and 
began his address to masters. !ey base 
the interpretation on the difficulty of 
conceiving that slaves could do such 
wrong, especially since it is heartfelt work 
that is the subject. Surely, they say, Paul 
warned the masters that God is also a God 
of vengeance and will repay justly. On the 
other hand, the principle of justice could 
have been a comfort for the slaves them-
selves. Some were mistreated, and their 
hope of vindication lay in the hands of 
God. Paul reminded them that God sees 
and judges according to perfect justice. A 
third possibility is that Paul had both par-
ties in mind, and this general statement 
was applicable to all. If slaves did wrong, 
they would be punished by their heavenly 
Master. If earthly masters did wrong, 
they too would be punished by the Lord. 
However, the connective “for” (gar) makes 
this statement dependent on what pre-
ceded, and the flow of thought continues 
well without changing subject. On the 
whole, it seems that Paul comforted and 
motivated the slaves by appealing to 
God’s justice.

!e judgment of God occurs frequently 
in the Scriptures. Here Paul seems to have 
based his statements on the Old Testa-
ment law of “an eye for an eye,”94 indicat-
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ing that God would judge accurately. !e 
justice of God is further indicated by the 
word “favoritism.” !e Greek term actu-
ally means “partiality,”95 and three of the 
four times it occurs in the New Testament 
it refers to God’s impartiality in judgment 
(Rom 2:11; Eph 6:9; Col 3:25). !e other 
time it calls for believers to be impartial 
in their treatment of others (Jas 2:1). In 
each case, it suggests that judgments 
should not be based on external ma"ers, 
but on what really is. One of those exter-
nals clearly identified is economic status 
(Jas 2:1). Here, then, the word applies to 
the master/slave relationship.

It may seem strange that the judgment 
applies equally to believers and unbeliev-
ers. Christian slaves took comfort in 
knowing that their unjust, unbelieving 
masters would face judgment day. !e 
statement is almost proverbial. Surely 
Christian masters came under the judg-
ment of God. God’s righteousness 
demands that any injustice be punished.96

Masters (4:1)
4:1 No doubt these last words led Paul 

to address masters in terms of justice to 
their slaves. If they were to avoid judg-
ment, they had to have a concern for fair-
ness. Paul might well have inserted 
another proverb at this point: “!e 
laborer is worthy of his hire.”97 Although 
slaves did not receive salaries, their basic 
needs were to be met in keeping with the 
value of human effort, time, and life. 
Such considerations would radically 
change the a"itude of slaves to masters 
and of masters to slaves.

!e motivation given to masters (4:1b) 
reminded them that they, too, were 
slaves. !e heavenly Master rules over all. 
Since presumably they had read the 
words regarding the slaves’ heavenly 
Master, Paul could speak briefly to the 
masters with a cryptic comment. He obvi-

94 Although in that context the guideline 

called for just vindication so that excessive 

punishments would not be given, it became a 

standard for all punishment. God alone pos-

sesses the a"ributes necessary to judge per-

fectly, taking all factors into account.
95 BAGD, 720.
96 !e Scriptures affirm that Christians as 

well as non-Christians undergo a judgment. 

Believers can never lose their salvation, so that 

judgment is se"led. Christians face a judg-

ment of their works, which determines their 

crowns to be cast at the feet of Jesus.
97 In 1 Cor 9:7–12 Paul developed this principle 

in the ma"er of supporting Christian minis-

ters. He handled it in such a way as to suggest 

they all agreed on the rightness of it. !e 

actual statement is, “Do not muzzle an ox 

while it is treading out the grain” (9:9).
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ously meant that the heavenly Master was 

all-seeing, sovereign, and just. !us, in 

reality, earthly masters were slaves and 

were to treat their slaves like they would 

like to be treated.

Two ma"ers beyond the interpretation 

of the text call for comment. !e first 

regards the institution of slavery. !e 

second is the application of this passage 

to those for whom there is no slavery. 

Regarding the first, clearly Paul sowed 

the seeds of equality. While it was impos-

sible for the slave to effect equality, other 

than by the hard work which he would 

expect if he were a master, masters had a 

responsibility to treat their slaves fairly. 

When Paul said they were to do what was 

fair and right, he called on a sense of 

morality which, in time, spoke against 

the institution itself. Treating others the 

way they wanted to be treated would 

mean the release of slaves. As discussed 

earlier, however, the Roman Empire was 

not ready for that message, and to preach 

that kind of rebellion in those circum-

stances would have hindered the message 

of the gospel. !e deeper ma"ers of fair 

dealing had to come from the heart any-

way, and Paul spoke directly toward that 

end.

!is passage has no direct parallel 

application outside of slavery. !e bind-

ing relationship of slave to master forms 

the context for a deep trust in the 

sovereignty of God and the value of 

human effort. !e fact that slaves were 

considered part of the household called 

for masters to care for slaves as they 

would family members. !ose dynamics 

generally do not exist today.

Several applications are clear, how-

ever. First, the primary concern in the 

text is a Christian response to life’s situa-

tions. If circumstances cannot be 

changed, Christians must respond with a 

sense of responsibility to God who has 

chosen not to alter their circumstances. 

No circumstance more dramatically 

presents that than slavery. Second, a the-

ology of work emerges. Genuine service 

in honest vocation brings honor to God. 

God watches the stewardship of energy, 

time, and life. !is passage teaches that 

work is honorable even if the profits do 

not accrue to the worker. Selfish gain 

should not affect Christians’ work. !ey 

work in response to the Lord, realizing 

that God will ultimately supply the 

proper wages. !ird, the passage clearly 

teaches the equality and dignity of all 

persons. Masters had a master, and slaves 

had a freedom when they realized that 

their labors were not confined to this life 

and the coffers of earthly masters. Ulti-
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mately, individuals are judged by per-

sonal responses to the Lord in each situa-

tion. !ese principles are adequately 

taught here. In contemporary life, the 

most probable parallel is the workplace, 

where these principles may be applied.
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SLAVERY
Slavery was a basic element in ancient 
society. Much of the initiative as well as 
the work done belonged to this class. Slav-
ery was very extensive in both the Hel-
lenistic and Roman periods, as the large 
number of prisoners of war made slaves 
cheap in Hellenistic Greece and republi-
can Rome. However, the stable conditions 
of the early empire made home-bred 
slaves the main source of supply, an 
expensive procedure. Nonetheless it is 
estimated that one in five of the residents 
in Rome was a slave. A proposal in the 
senate that slaves be required to wear a 
distinctive dress was defeated lest the 
slaves learn how numerous they were 
(Seneca, De clementia 1.24.1).

"e condition of slavery might result 
from war, piracy and brigandage, expo-
sure of a child, sale of a child or self to pay 
debts, condemnation in the law courts, or 
birth to a slave mother. An individual 
acquired slaves by purchase from slave 
dealers, by inheritance, or by home breed-
ing (a child took the status of the 
mother). Most slaves seem to have come 
from the eastern part of the empire, but 
Germans, Gauls, and Britons were impor-
tant new sources in the early empire. By 
and large the slaves were denationalized 
and simply became a part of Greco-

Roman civilization.
"e legal status of a slave was that of a 

“thing.” Aristotle defined a slave as “liv-
ing property” (Politics 1.2.4–5, 1253b); 
“the slave is a living tool and the tool a 
lifeless slave” (Nicomachean Ethics 8.11). 
Varro’s description is similar: slaves are 
“articulate instruments” (On Agriculture

1.17.1). "e slave had no legal rights and 
was subject to the absolute power of the 
master. Slaves had no right to marry and 
their children belonged to the owner of 
the slave mother, yet slaves did form de 

facto marriages (contubernia), and inscrip-
tions indicate some slaves were able to 
maintain family life. "e Greeks defined 
four characteristics of freedom, which 
were denied to the slave: the right to be 
his own representative in legal ma!ers, to 
protection from illegal seizure, to work 
where he pleased, and to freedom of 
movement. Of course, everything 
depended on the kind of master, and daily 
life was o#en be!er than the legal theory, 
especially for household slaves. "ere was 
some effort under the early empire to 
mitigate a master’s absolute control over 
slaves. "e increasing recognition of the 
slave as both property and a person 
brought legal ambiguities in Hellenistic 
and Roman times.

"e work of slaves covered the entire 
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gamut of activities in the ancient world, 
with few exceptions. "eir circumstances 
varied all the way from the privileged 
imperial slaves (familia Caesaris or 
Caesariani) to the convicts sentenced to 
the mines. Slaves of the state, of town-
ships, and of the emperor did the work 
that now falls to the civil service, includ-
ing some of the highest administrative 
functions in the bureaucracy. "eir 
inscriptions show that the imperial slaves 
were proud of their status, and rightly so 
for the many necessary functions they 
discharged. "e administrative machin-
ery of the empire developed in part from 
institutions of the Republic and in part 
from the household of the emperor. At 
the other end of the slave social scale were 
the mine workers, who had incredibly 
bad working conditions and long hours 
(Diodorus of Sicily 5.38). "ey were not 
expected to live long. In between the 
extremes were a multitude of varied func-
tions: temple slaves who took care of the 
sacred precincts and assisted in the cere-
monials of religion; agricultural slaves on 
the great estates of wealthy Italians; 
domestic slaves who tended to household 
affairs and cared for the children; peda-
gogues and teachers (see pp. 110–11); 
industrial slaves who were skilled cra$s-
men; agents of their masters in wide-

spread business and commercial transac-
tions (for slaves could be managers in 
agriculture, business, and trade as well as 
workmen). "e practice of using slaves in 
responsible positions was due to the pref-
erence of free men to hire out rather than 
be accountable to another man and the 
preference of the wealthy to use a trusted 
slave instead of a person not accustomed 
to obeying orders.

Slavery seems not to have had the 
adverse economic consequences on free 
labor sometimes a!ributed to it. It 
became expensive enough that it did not 
replace free peasant labor on farms or 
depress wage rates of cra$smen. Incen-
tives in the form of wages or commissions 
were given to skilled slave laborers, and 
owners of slaves o$en hired them out at 
the going rate for free workers in order to 
make a larger profit rather than undercut 
the free laborers.

"e reference to “wages” paid to slaves 
introduces a curious feature of ancient 
slavery that was an important means by 
which a slave could secure freedom. "e 
peculium was money or property that 
legally remained in the possession of the 
owner but was available to the slaves for 
their own use. Slaves could, and did, save 
funds allo!ed to their use and purchase 
their own freedom. "e expectation of 
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manumission was an effective incentive 
for good service.

A popular form of manumission was 
sacral manumission. "e slave’s freedom 
was purchased in a pagan temple in the 
name of the deity and with funds fur-
nished to the deity by the slave (the 
Jewish synagogue served the same func-
tion). "e deity served as an intermedi-
ary, negotiating the purchase in the place 
of the slave, who could not enter into a 
legal contract. "e slave became free and 
the fact was recorded in the temple’s 
records (see p. 216). Some have thought 
this to provide the background to the 
redemption language for the atonement 
in the New Testament, but the pertinent 
passages (e.g., 1 Cor. 6:19; 7:22–23; Gal. 
3:13; 4:5) employ different terminology 
(the general words for any kind of pur-
chase) from that employed in the inscrip-
tions for sacral manumission.4 It was not 
a “fictitious sale,” and the slave did not 
become a slave of the deity. "e same 

function of intermediary was served by a 
friend or free relative, an association, or 
an informal dinner club. Freedom for a 
slave could be purchased out of a com-
mon fund by a synagogue, a pagan associ-
ation, and later by the church.

"e most frequent form of manumis-
sion was by the master, especially in his 
will. It might also be done formally 
before a magistrate or informally before 
friends. Manumission was o$en condi-
tional, entailing continuing responsibili-
ties to the former owner, who remained 
the patron of the freedman. "e freed-
man owed the former master reverence 
and gratitude, work for a specified num-
ber of days a year, and a portion of his 
estate at death (see below on Patron-
Client Relationship).

Slaves (douloi) and slavery (douleia) are 
frequently mentioned in the New Testa-
ment. Most famous is the runaway slave 
of Philemon who is known by the com-
mon name for a slave, Onesimus (“benefi-
cial”). Christianity gave instructions for 
the existing social structure (see Philem. 
5–9; Col. 3:22–4:1; 1 Tim. 6:1–2; 1 Pet. 
3:18ff.) but directed a!ention to higher 
concerns (1 Cor. 7:21–24). "e language 
of a “slave of God” was unique to Jews and 
Christians, and Paul’s use of “slave of 
Jesus Christ” reflected the Hebrew idea of 

4 A. Deissmann, Light from the Ancient East

(London, 1927), 320–34; W. L. Westermann, 

“"e Freedman and the Slaves of God,” Pro-

ceedings of the American Philosophical Society

92 (1948):55–64; S. Bartchy, First-Century 

Slavery and 1 Corinthians 7:21 (Missoula, 

Mont., 1973), 121–25; K. Hopkins, Conquerors 

and Slaves (Cambridge, 1978), 149–54.
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“servant of God” more than the Greco-
Roman cha!el slave.
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