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Colossians: Ancient Truth for a Modern World (part 7)

by Dr. Scott F. Heine

The Nervous Bride
It was the week before the wedding, and the bride was
growing increasingly nervous. In a few days, everyone would
be staring at her. Would she remember what to do? What to
say? What if something went wrong? Was it too late to back
out of the wedding altogether? Couldn’t they just run away
and alope privately?
Her pastor sat down with her and talked about all the
things that were making her nervous. She admitted that she
was excited about finally being married, and that she really
loved her husband-to-be. But the thought of all eyes on her
as she entered the church — it was overwhelming.
So the pastor offered her a little advice. “When you enter
the church, you’ll be walking down the same aisle that you’ve
walked down many times before. Just think about that aisle and
take it one step at a time. Don’t think about anything else; just
concentrate on the aisle.
“And when you get halfway down the aisle, concentrate
on the altar at the front. You’ve seen that altar in front of you
every Sunday for years. It’s familiar. It’s safe.
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“And when you reach the altar, your groom will be waiting
for you. Just look at him. Lock eyes with the man you love, and
everything will be fine. That’s all you have to do.”
That seemed to help a lot. On the day of the wedding,
the doors opened at the back of the church and the bride
began her procession. She didn’t look nervous at all. But as
she walked gracefully through the church, the guests were
taken aback as they heard her quietly whispering to herself
as she marched through the church: “Aisle. Altar. Him. | Aisle
altar him. | I’ll alter him.”
I have no idea if she was successful in changing her new
husband in the years that followed, but there were probably
a bunch of women at the wedding who were quietly wishing
her the best of luck. 

Making Alterations
I was thinking this week about our relationship with
God and our relationships with each other, it occurred to me
that many of us actually approach the Lord with kind of an
“I’ll alter him” mentality. We’re eager to know him and
experience his forgiveness and blessing, but we’re also eager
for him to make things work out in our lives according to our
own expectations and agenda. Far too often, there’s kind of a
battle of control with the Lord, as our prayers are filled with
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requests and demands. “Father, do this, and do it this way.
Bless us by following these instructions.” And we even think
that if we can get a whole bunch of people praying that way,
we’re more likely to get God to conform and answer our
prayers the way we expect.
But I’m pretty sure God can’t be tamed, and that any
efforts on our part to alter him will end in frustration.
I’m pretty sure the same efforts to tame the people
around us will end in frustration (at best) or heart-breaking
conflict (at worst). Face it: We’re not God. We’re not in
control of him or the people around us. But we are
accountable for allowing God to work in our lives, in our
circumstances… and in our relationships.

Recap
This is the idea that Paul takes up as he writes his letter
to the Christians gathered in Colossae — a letter that he
wants to be copied and shared with nearby churches and
ultimately with followers of Christ throughout the ages…
including you and me.


So far, Paul has expressed his enthusiasm for us
because we’ve been given the extraordinary honor of
becoming God’s holy “saints in light” because of what
Christ has done on our behalf. We’ve been given
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brand new lives; the old is gone, along with its shame
and inclination toward selfishness and sin. Instead, all
those who have embraced God’s invitation of grace
have been given new identities.








Paul prays that we will understand who God is and
who he has made us to be, because then we will begin
to live out the truth of that new identity.
In order for that to happen, we have to really
understand that it’s all about Jesus. Christ is
preeminent in everything. He is sovereign. He comes
first. And it is only in him that we can experience our
new lives and live out our new identities. All the
willpower and self-discipline and philosophies and
cultural pressures won’t do it. He made us new, and
we will only experience that newness by focusing on
him and surrendering to him.
That changes our day-to-day choices as we steer clear
of sensual and social sins in favor of living out the
character of Christ in us — his tenderhearted mercy,
generosity, kindness, purity, etc.
And, of course, the context of our day-to-day
experiences of living out the character of Christ are
the relationships in our lives — our family, our
workplace, our friendships, etc.
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Bringing Christ Home
Not that I’m the expert on reflecting Christ in every
context… and especially in the context of my home. Why is it
that we tend to let down our guard and reveal our old flesh
patterns — our old way of trying to meet our needs apart
from Christ — with the people that we love the most? Is it
because we feel safe there? Because they’re bound to us by
blood or by law? Do we take our closest relationships for
granted because they are our closest relationships? Because
we know they’ll stick by us even on our worst day? Maybe
it’s because the people who are closest to us are the ones to
whom we’ve made ourselves the most vulnerable, so we’re
more likely to have our old flesh patterns provoked at home
than anywhere else.
In any case, sometimes we find it easier to reflect the
character of Christ and represent him to a complete stranger
than to offer Christ’s tender kindness, respect, patience,
forgiveness, etc. with a spouse or a parent or a sibling or a
child.
So Paul picks up this subject of reflecting Christ in our
relationships as he continues in Colossians 3, beginning
with verse 18. Let’s look at the entire thought here, and then
we’ll break it down a bit.
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Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the
Lord. Husbands, love your wives, and do not be
harsh with them. (Colossians 3:18–19 ESV)
Children, obey your parents in everything, for this
pleases the Lord. Fathers, do not provoke your
children, lest they become discouraged. (Colossians 3:20–
21 ESV)

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. (Colossians 3:22 ESV)
Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and
not for men, knowing that from the Lord you will
receive the inheritance as your reward. You are
serving the Lord Christ. (Colossians 3:23–24 ESV)
For the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong
he has done, and there is no partiality. Masters,
treat your bondservants justly and fairly, knowing
that you also have a Master in heaven. (Colossians 3:25–
4:1 ESV)

So God offers us instructions on living out our new
identity in the context of husbands & wives, children &
parents, and servants & masters (or, really, any setting in
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which there is a chain-of-command, including students &
teachers, employees & bosses, etc.)
Before we explore these instructions, it’s important to
remember that Colossians is talking about the roles and
function of people in relationships, not the value of people.
Paul has already said,
In this new life, it doesn’t matter if you are a Jew or
a Gentile, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbaric,
uncivilized, slave, or free. Christ is all that matters,
and he lives in all of us. (Colossians 3:11 NLT)
To the Galatian churches, Paul wrote,
There is no longer Jew or Gentile, slave or free,
male and female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus.
(Galatians 3:28 NLT)

So we’re not talking about identity or value or
significance in relationships. We’re talking about the
various roles and functions and responsibilities in
relationships. We have the same worth but different roles
in our relationships.
The other thing we need to see before exploring God’s
specific instruction here is that Christianity defies the
cultural norms of the 1st century in elevating women,
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children, and servants. In that culture, those people were
diminished and denigrated. But our understanding of the
immeasurable worth of every individual and our sense of
unity in Christ elevates everyone to the highest position
together. Women, children, and servants are given
instructions about embracing their roles in relationships,
while those seen as authorities in that setting — husbands,
fathers, and masters — are admonished to be loving, kind,
and fair.

In Marriage
Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the
Lord. Husbands, love your wives, and do not be
harsh with them. (Colossians 3:18–19 ESV)
So Paul starts of by telling wives to “submit” to their
husbands, and husbands to be “loving” and “not harsh” with
their wives.
Submission is a challenging word for some people. It
goes against our instincts to retain to control, to protect
ourselves, to take care of ourselves, to have a sense of
power. And if you’re one of those people who flinches at the
idea of submission to others, you’re not gonna like what the
word really means in the original Greek that Paul used here.
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The word is ὑποτάσσω [hu·po·tás·so] which comes
from two words:  tásso, meaning to place or arrange
something, and  húpo, meaning under or beneath. So Paul
is telling wives — who are absolutely equal in value with
their husbands — to regard themselves as “beneath” their
husbands, or to assume a servant’s role to their husbands.
But, hey, Paul doesn’t limit this idea of being submissive
to just wives. Over in his letter to the Ephesians, Paul offers
similar advice to wives & husbands, children & parents,
servants & masters. Yet he starts off the whole thing with
these words:
Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.
(Ephesians 5:21 NLT)

Those instructions are for all of us who have begun this
new life with Christ. We are to be submissive in all of our
relationships. We are to be servants to the people around us.
Which is exactly what Jesus said. He told all of his followers
that if we want to experience victory in life, and if we want to
be significant, then we must willingly surrender that sense of
significance. To rise, we must sink. To be great, we must be
humbled.
“Whoever wants to be first must take last place and
be the servant of everyone else.” (Mark 9:35 NLT)
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Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the
Lord. Husbands, love your wives, and do not be
harsh with them. (Colossians 3:18–19 ESV)
So for Paul to come along here in Colossians 3 and talk
about wives embracing submission and humility and
servanthood in the context of their marriage, he’s not telling
them to do anything different from what all of us should do
in our relationships.
That becomes possible because Christ in us embraces
the role of a servant, so wives are merely reflecting Christ to
their husbands. And this becomes easy to the extent that
husbands love their wives with tenderness and kindness.
(And, yes, guys, if you’re like me, at this moment
you want to reach over to your wife and apologize
for every time you’ve spoken a harsh word, or
taken her for granted, or expressed displeasure, or
done anything to make her role in the relationship
more difficult. It’s true that wives are to honor their
husbands regardless of whether or not he acts in an
honorable way. But face it, men: our choices, our
love, our gentleness, our respect, our treasuring of
our wives makes it much easier for them to fulfill
their role, doesn’t it?
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And, wives, perhaps you’re feeling the same sense
of personal disappointment. Funny how the enemy
hammers at us that way, eh? The truth is that men
crave that sense of respect and honor in life. When
we are given it, we tend to live up to it; we are
hard-wired by God to be honorable when we’re
shown honor. Not that we have any excuse if we
are not shown that honor, but it sure makes it
easier to be tender and gentle if we receive it.)
What’s going on here in Paul’s instructions about wives
and husbands surrendering themselves for each other —
and about all relationships involving the unconditional
choice to surrender our rights and expectations for the sake
of the other person — is a tangible presentation of the
wondrous, loving way God gives himself for us and his
people give of themselves for his glory.
So, as Paul explains in the parallel passage to the
Ephesians:
Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord… As
the church submits to Christ, so you wives should
submit to your husbands in everything. (Ephesians
5:22,24 NLT)

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the
church. He gave up his life for her… (Ephesians 5:25 NLT)
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In this way, Christ in us is revealed in our homes, in our
families, in our marriages.

Between Generations
The same idea carries over to the relationship between
parents and children.
Children, obey your parents in everything, for this
pleases the Lord. Fathers, do not provoke your
children, lest they become discouraged. (Colossians 3:20–
21 ESV)

Paul carries this idea of submission just a bit further
when it comes to children — those whose welfare and safekeeping and training is dependent upon their parents while
they’re young and living under their parents’ roof. Kids don’t
just submit; they obey. Over in Ephesians, Paul even adds the
phrases “for this is the right thing to do” and “that it will go
well with you and you’ll have a full life.”
By the way, if you’re here living at home with your
parents, did you know that back in the Old Testament — in
1 Samuel 15 — God said that the disrespect and rebellion of
a child toward his father or mother is on par with idolatry
and witchcraft? That’s because (whether we realize it or
not), parents are God’s gift to us. They’re certainly not
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perfect; only the Heavenly Father can claim that. But having
a relationship with our imperfect parents is an opportunity
for us to learn what submission is like. Our relationship with
our parents is a training ground so we can surrender
ourselves for the sake of others… whether or not we think
they deserve it. In fact, our relationship with our parents
teaches us to surrender to God and to express unconditional
honor and grace toward others.
Yet, of course, parents can make this an easy task for
their kids. Paul tells fathers here not to “provoke” their kids
— not to “stir up” or “push to resentment.” That doesn’t
mean that parents are afraid of their children. Sometimes
the most loving choice a parent can make will leave a child
disappointed, and in their immaturity they may express that
disappointment in all sorts of radical, emotional ways.






That means that we don’t ignore our children by
putting our own needs and expectations as a higher
priority than theirs.
We don’t intimidate our children by casting unfair
expectations upon them or diminishing their own
sense of value and identity.
We don’t insult our children, using sarcasm or cruel
words that might leave them with a false sense of
their immeasurable worth.
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And we don’t indulge our children by simply giving
them everything they want. That merely teaches
them that the world revolves around them, when it’s
far better for them to be practicing sacrifice and
surrender — the servant-attitude that God desires for
their lives.

Instead, the task of a parent is to reflect the heart of our
Heavenly Father — to reveal the character of Christ to our
families. I realize that the Law has been fulfilled on our
behalf in Christ, but there’s still wisdom in the central
instructions of all that Moses wrote for God’s people:
The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. And you must
love the LORD your God with all your heart, all your
soul, and all your strength. (Deuteronomy 6:4–5 NLT)
And you must commit yourselves wholeheartedly to
these commands that I am giving you today. Repeat
them again and again to your children. (Deuteronomy 6:6–
7 NLT)

Talk about them when you are at home and when
you are on the road, when you are going to bed and
when you are getting up. (Deuteronomy 6:7 NLT)
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Saturate the life of the family with the words of God’s
message of love and grace, and with tangible examples of
God’s kindness and righteousness.
Being a good parent isn’t about giving our kids the best
education, or making sure they’ve played sports, or
teaching them table manners, or learned an instrument, or
been accepted into a good college. Those things are neat, but
they’re not big goals. The big goals involve training up our
children to know Christ, to experience his forgiveness and
grace, to understand who they are in him, and to live out this
very submission and surrender that Colossians is
describing.
Things like their education or their extra-curricular
activities will serve them during their lives. Things like
reflecting the heart and character of God will carry them for
eternity.

In the Workplace
The same principles carry over into the workplace. In
his letter to the Colossians, Paul uses the extreme example
of slavery, where one person truly is powerless because of
an abusive, utterly dishonoring circumstance. At the time
Paul wrote this, about half of the Roman Empire were slaves
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— a practice which diminished as Christianity spread
throughout the Mediterranean region.
Yet the principles he mentions carry over into any
workplace relationship, where one person has authority
over another. (In fact, if you think about it, the idea of
surrender, submission, and serving others carries over into
every relationship where people have differing roles.)
Paul writes:
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. (Colossians 3:22 ESV)
* which could be either a slave that was purchased,
a slave that lost his freedom as a prisoner of war,
or even a servant who sold himself into slavery
to pay for a debt and avoid punishment

Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and
not for men, knowing that from the Lord you will
receive the inheritance as your reward. You are
serving the Lord Christ. (Colossians 3:23–24 ESV)
Who you are is not dependent upon your circumstances,
and your character is not dependent upon an audience. It
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doesn’t matter if your master is watching your every move
or if you’re all alone. Christ is still your life, and you are his
representative.
So, as Paul said in the verse immediately preceding his
comments about relationships, “Whatever you do or say, do
it as a representative of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks through
him to God the Father.” (Colossians 3:17 NLT)
So kids do their chores faithfully… not because they’re
asked, but because they embrace responsibility as part of the
house. In fact, because they embrace an attitude of surrender
and servanthood, they actually offer to do above-and-beyond
their chores… because they’re reflecting Jesus.
And workers fulfill their responsibilities with excellence
and integrity, bringing honor and success to their
employer… not simply to qualify for a bonus or a raise or a
promotion, but because they’re reflecting the willingly
submissive heart of Christ.
Hey! It’s turning our work into an experience of
worship! It’s allowing our “to do” lists to become an
expression of our adoration and dedication to the Lord.
That’s pretty cool!
We end up trusting God with the results of our
dedication and faithfulness, rather than relying upon
ourselves to manipulate the outcome and the impressions of
Page 17 of 19

others. After all, Paul says, people will receive the
consequences of their actions, and there is no partiality.
Paul turns all of this on its head in his comments to
those in authority:
Masters, treat your bondservants justly and fairly,
knowing that you also have a Master in heaven.
(Colossians 3:25–4:1 ESV)

You may have been given authority in whatever context
you’re in, but keep in mind that you are merely a steward of
that authority. It has been entrusted to you by God, and you
ultimately serve him. So in the way that you lead, in the
accountability that you offer others, in your instructions and
feedback, reflect the true Sovereign Authority over your life.
Reflect the true, loving, gracious, righteous Master in the
way you treat others, so that he gets the glory.

In Everything
Now, in the event that you’re sitting here this morning
thinking, “This is all well and good, but Paul isn’t talking
about me. I’m single. I’m on my own — an independent adult
— and I don’t have any kids at home. I work for myself, or
I’m retired or unemployed. None of the roles that Paul
describes fit my situation.”
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It doesn’t matter… because the focus isn’t on the roles
we have in life, but in the way we reveal Christ in whatever
roles we find ourselves in. In all situations, in all that we say
or do, we demonstrate submission, surrender, servanthood.
We’ve experienced the loving grace and kindness and
servanthood of Christ. Now carry that grace and kindness,
honor and submission, encouragement and compassion, and
all that we’ve experienced in Christ — share that with
anyone and everyone that God brings into your life.
As Scott Wesley Brown said in his millennial song,
Every soul we long to reach and heart we hope to teach,
Everywhere we share His peace…
Every loving word, every tear we wipe away…
It’s only by His grace.
PRAYER • SONG: Grace Alone
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