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Colossians 3:16-4:1 
16  Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and                   

admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns                 
and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to               
God.  17  And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the                     
name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through                     
him. 

18  Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting 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 provoke your children, lest they become                   
discouraged.  22  Bondservants, obey in everything those who are           
your earthly masters, not by way of eye-service, as               
people-pleasers, but with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord.  23  Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the                             
Lord and not for men, 24  knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward. You                               
are serving the Lord Christ.  25  For the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he has done, and there is                                       
no partiality. 

4:1  Masters, treat your bondservants justly and fairly, knowing that you also have a Master in heaven. 
 

Colossians, Part 5 - Household Code of the Kingdom 
As we continue on with our series on Colossians, we arrive this morning at a passage I imagine 

some preachers might dread.  But I actually tend to enjoy expositing passages like these.  Some of these 
verses we read today from Paul’s letter to the Church in Colossae have caused such an enormous 
amount of confusion over the years - from “do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus” to “Wives, 
submit to your husbands” to “Children, obey your parents in everything,” and   “ Bondservants (meaning 
slaves) obey… your earthly masters”.  This passage feels almost like a Greatest Hits of misunderstood 
scriptures.  Sadly, the final nine or ten verses here have probably combined to be used for more harm 
than any other string of verses in the whole Bible, as they have been used both for justification of the 
powerful to abuse & lord-over the weak, but also, many perceiving that abuse cited these same verses as 
a license to either reject the authority of Scripture or dismiss God altogether.  But because we know that 
all of Holy Scripture is ultimately aimed at promoting the well-being of humankind, I sorta relish the 
opportunities to re-approach passages like these with sound interpretive principles, in hopes of restoring 
these to their verses’ divinely-intended purpose of leading people to life, rather than death.   

Now, while we heard from verses 3:16 to 4:1, in particular this morning I will be focusing on the 
four verses on what today we call the nuclear family, so verses 18 to 21.  And the first two - 18 and 19 - 
concern the marriage relationship, as Paul writes, “   Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the 
Lord.  19  Husbands, love your wives, and do not be harsh with them.”  Now, New Testament scholar N.T. 
Wright remarks that verse 18 has historically “conjured up the image of a downtrodden woman, the 
victim of her husband’s every whim, unable to be herself, to think her own thoughts, to make a grown-up 
contribution to the relationship.”  And yet, Wright insists that when one takes seriously the context in 
which Paul wrote these verses, there are very strong clues this wasn’t Paul’s intention at all.   

You’ll recall from last week that leading up to this passage Paul proffered his description of a 
community, specifically the Church, operating in the Kingdom of God.  And you’ll remember he talked 
about believers  taking off  the old self that walks in sins of, not just sexual immorality, but sins that 
manifest through the tongue - like  anger, slander, obscene talk and lying (and we also talked about 
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gossip).  Paul exhorts the Colossians to (with God’s help)  take off  that way of living and then  put on  the 
way of the kingdom, which are compassion and kindness, humility, patience and forgiveness.  And then 
Paul wrapped all that up with verse 17, which we read today, where he writes, “ 17  And whatever you do, in 
word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.” 
Now this ancient concept of living in someone’s name means not only representing that person to others, 
but being empowered by them to do so.  And this is consistent with what was said last week, for 
believers who want to operate in the Kingdom of God, it requires that we abide in Jesus.  # 

So having described the kingdom way of doing community, beginning in verse 18 Paul intends to 
do the same for the home.  And this is appropriate, because in contrast to the Church where we may be 
able to fake it for a few hours each week, Wright notes that for better or worse in the privacy of our home 
is where we are most truly ourselves.   

 So in order to teach the distinctives of the Kingdom life in family relationships, Paul decides to use 
a template of a household code, which were very common in his day.  This is something I explained 
about a year ago,  when I preached on a similar passage of Paul’s from Ephesians 5.  Basically, in Roman 1

times it was common for a community to codify - that is, to put into writing - it’s expectations for how its 
family should function.  And these household codes were actually prevalent among minority religions in 
the Roman Empire, where they would often write household codes that were consistent with the values 
of Roman culture, but they did this less for the benefit of their community and more to convince the 
Romans, “Hey, we’re really just like you,” in order to avoid persecution.   

However, Paul’s motive here is not to appease the Romans.  Instead, Paul has taken the typical 
household code with Roman values and altered or  tweaked  it in significant ways to reflect the values of 
the Kingdom of God.  So, what we’ll see is that Paul doesn’t change every element from the Roman code 
- after all, every culture has pieces of the truth and some amount of wisdom - so Paul keeps (or affirms) 
what he can.  But Paul’s alterations to the Roman code are  significant , such that any household that were 
to abide by  his code  would be noticeably different from the household of the surrounding culture not just 
in those days, but in any age.   

And the most significant tweaks Paul makes are in respect to men.  You see, the cultural norm in 
households of Paul’s day was that husbands  reigned supreme  and that their rule was not to be 
questioned.  So most household codes would outline duties for women, children, and slaves, while 
instructing men in how they should rule their wives.  But in contrast, Paul calls husbands in verse 19 to 
“love your wives, and do not be harsh with them”, which implies an equality with the Lord and the 
compassionate demeanor we read about last week, that is fitting a Christian.  But this would’ve been 
radically at odds with all the households and marriages the Colossians had ever known.   

But if we back up to verse 18, where Paul writes that it is also “fitting in the Lord” for wives to 
“submit to your husbands”, what might’ve stood out to the COlossians is that Paul had   used the word 
“submit” instead of “obey”, because “obey” is the word many household codes would’ve used.  But 
unfortunately, when people hear the word “submit” these days “obey” is what they think; particularly 
hearing it in the context of this scripture,  unquestioning obedience  is often what many imagine Paul to 
mean.  However, the Greek word that has been translated “submit’ here is ὑποτάσσω ( hypotassō),  which 
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means to  voluntarily   give in or cooperate.    So what Paul is discouraging in wives here is being 2

controlling or uncompromising.   
But what is most significant for correctly interpreting both of these verses is noticing whom each 

verse is addressed to.  And what I mean is it’s significant that in verse 18 Paul doesn’t say “husbands, 
make your wives  submit”, although many husbands have often acted as if he did.  Neither does he say in 
verse 19, “wives, make sure your husband loves you and is not harsh with you.”  Instead, Paul is 
encouraging each of them - husband and wife - to take responsibility for what they can control:   

● So wives who want their husband’s love should take verse 18 as a warning against grasping 
for that love through seeking to control or manipulate him into it; that is the inclination of 
worldly women under the influence of sin.  Instead, wives should take responsibility for what 
is truly under their control, which is seeking to respect and value their husband’s 
perspectives.  And this is much more likely to win his love.   

● Then husbands who want their wives to respect them should take verse 19 as a warning 
against seeking to attain that respect through ruling over their wife like a tyrant; that is the 
inclination of worldly men under the influence of sin.  Instead, husbands should take 
responsibility for what is truly under their control, which is seeking to love and value their 
wife as God does.  And this is much likely to earn her respect.   

 
So when it comes to men and women seeking what they desire from your spouse, the worldly 

approach is take grasp for what is not theirs - to seek to control or coerce that person into giving them 
what they want.  But over time this will be counterproductive and only one’s spouse further away.  But 
the Kingdom approach is totally different, as with it one seeks to become accepting of their spouse as 
they presently are - while, of course, maintaining boundaries against any disrespect or abuse - and work 
on cleaning up one’s own side of the street (or bedroom, as it were), because this increases the level of 
safety in the relationship and provides greater opportunity for their spouse’s heart to thaw and them to 
draw near.    ## 

So the first two verses concerned the most important relationship in the household, which is the 
marriage relationship.  But Paul then follows them with two verses about the parent-child relationship in 
20 and 21.  And Paul writes first, “ 20  Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord.” 
Now, what Paul says here is consistent with the norm throughout most of the ancient world, where what 
we would call ‘minor children’ - that is children who are not yet adults and are still living in the household 
- they were expected to obey their parents, while adults no longer living with their parents were normally 
expected only to honor their parents.  However, Roman law in particular  did  allow the father to demand 
obedience even of adult children, even though families did not always hold to it in practice; but Paul does 

2 From 8/26/18 sermon:   “Tim & Kathy Keller lay out (spousal submission) in practical terms in their book on marriage.  Of 
course, headship ultimately has to do with how a couple makes decisions.  And the Kellers first of all clarify that any notion that 
a wife should be unconditionally  obedient  to her husband is inconsistent with the biblical principal of submission.  As Christians, 
our unconditional obedience and ultimate loyalty is to Christ alone.  So if our spouse is behaving in a manner inconsistent with 
the love of Christ, loyalty to Jesus demands we not go along with it.  And if their behavior is harmful toward us, such as with 
abuse (whether it be physical, emotional, or sexual) the loving “Christian” thing to do is call the cops, get out of there, not 
enable sin; it’s never loving to let anyone abuse us.  But with that out of the way, the Kellers suggest that, since both husband 
and wife are of equal value (as Paul has established), this means when a couple approaches a decision their opinions should 
be equally weighted.  That is, unless one of them has greater expertise on a situation.  Then, wisdom indicates that the 
perspective of the spouse with greater expertise should be given greater weight.  So this means there will certainly be plenty of 
situations where a wife’s opinion is given more weight than a husband’s.  Then, if both the husband and wife are operating with 
an attitude of mutual submission and obedience God, they are likely to be in agreement on the best course of action more often 
than not.  
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not affirm this.  Instead, as I mentioned in my sermon during our joint service with CCRC, in the Kingdom 
of God a key mark of spiritual maturity in an adult is their ability to come out from obedience to the 
standards of their parents (or family of origin) to live solely under the authority of their heavenly Father. 
So this verse is an example of Paul affirming what he can of the Roman’s values.      Although while Paul 
writes, “Children, obey your parents in everything,” many commentators  suggested that implicit in Paul’s 3

words is that children should only do this insofar as their parents ‘commands are consistent with what 
the Lord days.  But I find it notable that Paul didn’t actually write that, because that would’ve been an 
impractical to say, as most children cannot realistically defy their parents without suffering severe 
consequences.  That is, unless they have parents who observe verse 21.   

And this is where Paul again challenges the values of the day, when he writes, “Fathers, do not 
provoke your children, lest they become discouraged.”  Craig Keener explains that “most ancient fathers 
and educators beat their children as a matter of course, (but) paul advocates a more gentle approach.”  4

But the Greek word for ‘provoke’ here is ἐρεθίζω  erethizō ; and it’s probably better translated as 
“exasperate” because it refers to the parenting stimulating the child to anger  in a prolonged way .  In other 
words, Paul is not concerned about an occasional instance where parents anger their children, but rather 
to the parent having a constitution or way of dealing with the child that is  regularly exasperating .   

I was recently chatting with some other Christian men when the discussion veered toward 
parenting, as one guy started talking about how excited his young kids were when he comes home 
from work.  And I was trying to be real, so I was like “yeah, mine are excited sometimes, but not all 
the time.”  But then, another guy chimed in and said his kids weren’t usually all that pumped to see 
him come home because (quote) “daddy hits harder”.           Now, he tried to explain this by 
humorously adding “daddy wears a belt”; and I’m not trying to weigh in on the spanking debate - 
at least not here today - but I’ll tell you: when I heard that I just got sorta sick to my stomach, 
because I know I’m no perfect parent - and I certainly have many years ahead that will be chocked 
full of mistakes, but what I heard in this guy’s comments were that he cares more about 
compliance and order in his household than his kids feeling like they can come to him.”  And as 
Cloud & Townsend talked about in our Boundaries Workshop, that is the perfect recipe for 
teaching children to be externally compliant, but to have weak relational connections  with their 
parents and ill-formed character on the inside.  And some day when they get older and their 
decisions have a lot more at stake, those chickens are gonna come home to roost!   

But what if I then told you that this guy was a pastor.  But you see, the fact that he could say 
what he did without even batting an eye just points to the epidemic we have in the Church today to 
encourage the development of a compliant, false self in those we have authority over by using fear 
and coercion, rather than seeking to bring about true character change through the Christ-like 
approach of acceptance and loving relationship. # 

But returning to verse 21, and certainly this verse applies to both parents in today’s world, not just 
the father.  And here Paul is teaching that when a parent behaves as an unloving despot toward the child 
this is  inconsistent  with the kingdom.  But another example of exasperating behavior mentioned by St 
Ambrose is when a parent consistently shows preferential treatment to one child over another.  #  #  # 

So, having taken into account the textual and historical context of these verses, I hope you can 
see how, when it comes to family relationships, Paul is assigning responsibilities to those who are more 

3 Like Bp Handley Moule 
4  While the book of Proverbs does says “Whoever spares the rod hates his son” (13:24), we should give what Paul 
says here a bit more weight, since he is writing under the New Covenant in Christ.  
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powerful, the husband and parents, while giving greater rights to the weaker individuals, the wives and 
children.  And yet, all of them are invited to get  off  the wide path to destruction and begin walking the 
narrower kingdom way that is much harder, but leads to life.   

But before closing today I would be remiss if I didn’t emphasize that there is no kingdom life apart 
from Jesus.  Every single one of us is powerless to walk this kingdom way in our family relationships 
without  considerable  help from Jesus.  The warnings implicit in each of these four verses are veritable 
prophecies about the dysfunctional ways that will inevitably characterize our family relationships apart 
from His help.  But, you know, I’m gonna guess sometimes y’all hear me talking about “just rely on 
Jesus”, “abide in Jesus”, and wonder, “Well what does that really mean?  What does that look like?”  It’s 
not like abiding Jesus is just some magic pill we can take.  Rather it requires that in particular situations 
we engage our wills in particular ways that are aimed at very specific outcomes.  So let me see if I can 
make it more concrete what it looks like to “Abide in Jesus” in the family relationships Paul is talking 
about…   

No matter which family relationship we’re talking about - whether it’s a husband’s relationship with 
their wife or a wife’s relationship with their husband, or the way a parent relates to their child, or the way 
a child relates to their parent - operating in the Kingdom of God in any of these roles necessitates that we 
surrender self-willfulness and be able to see the other person as the Lord sees them.  But in order to get 
there will require us to develop the emotional maturity to feel emotions we may have lived our whole lives 
trying to avoid and accept reality.  And for that we need Jesus; we must engage Jesus to grow in that… 

● So that, if our spouse disappoints us, we can turn to Jesus and know we can feel that grief 
without being destroyed by it, because he has us, which frees us to get to a place of 
accepting our spouse however they are right now. 

● Or if our child is not behaving the way we want them to, with Jesus we can grieve this but 
also ask for his help and pray for him or her knowing that he is their good and perfect 
shepherd, and all of this frees us to still accept that child as they are right now. 

● Or in whatever ways that a parent or parents are deficient or incompetent in nurturing a 
child, that child can still turn to Jesus for their sense of identity or sense of self - either 
during their childhood or more likely later on - and this then frees them to accept that their 
parents as they are right now.  # 

The kingdom vision Paul casts for the Christian household is one that is characterized not by fear, 
but by trust in the Lord, where we allow Jesus to be our everything, so any unreasonable expectations of 
other family members can be dropped and any blessings that come through our loved ones become just 
icing on the cake. 

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.  
 
 

 


