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Serving An Extraordinary Lord In Ordinary Life (Colossians 3:18-4:1) 

 
As a preacher, I often think about the impact of my words. How will you respond to 

what I say? Will anything be helpful? Will anything change you? And will you remember 
anything? I’ve spent most of my life down there; not up here. I’ve listened to thousands of 
messages. And I know that they’ve changed me. But, if I’m honest, most sermons haven’t 
stayed with me for more than 5 minutes. And that’s not a knock on preachers. I’ve heard many 
excellent sermons.  Afterwards, I’d think, “that was a really good sermon.” But then, I’d go eat 
lunch. And I’d think, “that was a really good sandwich.” I’d completely forget what I’d heard.  

A sermon won’t change you until it changes your outlook on everyday life. And that’s 
why I’m excited about today’s passage. It addresses the issues we’re going to face 5 minutes 
after this sermon. In all likelihood, you won’t have a life-altering experience this morning. So, I’ll 
just apologize in advance. I’m doing my best. But I’m not Jesus, ok? You probably won’t have a 
breakthrough, or a paradigm shift. But what will happen after this service? In all likelihood, 
you’ll continue living your fairly ordinary life. After this, you’ll touch base with your husband, or 
your wife. Or you’ll go corral your kids. Or you’ll ask your parents for some favor. Or you’ll start 
thinking about the work week; about “to do” lists and important meetings. Almost all of us will 
be preoccupied with marriage, with family, or with work. 

As Christians, we confess that Jesus is our Lord; and that we are his servants. It’s easy to 
say. But how do I serve him? And what shape does service take in the context of ordinary life? 
Our passage answers this question. And if you internalize the answer, it will change you. In fact, 
it will impact what you do when you leave this building.  
 

If you have a Bible, turn to Colossians 3:18.  In, Colossians 3 Paul describes our new life 
in Christ. When we trust in Jesus, we die and rise with him. In Christ, we die to the power of sin. 
And in him, we’re raised to new life. Through Christ’s work, God remakes us into new people. 
And now that we’re new people, our lives must look different. And our relationships must look 
different. In our passage, Paul describes the difference Christ makes in household relationships.  

As you may remember, the Colossians were being tempted to turn from Jesus. False 
teachers had infiltrated this church. And they were promoting a counterfeit form of 
Christianity. These teachers were fascinated with visions, and otherworldly experiences. And it 
seems they looked down on earthly pursuits; things like marriage, and family life, and work. But 
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Paul says that there’s nothing unspiritual about our everyday lives. In fact, this is precisely 
where Jesus wants to work in and through us.   

In our passage, Paul discusses the three basic relationships within the Greco-Roman 
household. He speaks to husbands and wives; then, to parents and children; and then, to 
masters and slaves. The typical household included the nuclear family. But it also included 
extended family members, and slaves. 1 The household was considered the basic building-block 
of civilization. Aristotle believed that well-managed households would produce a well-ordered 
society.2

Now, in some ways, Paul’s words resemble those of other ancient writers. But, there’s 
one crucial difference. In fact, this difference changes everything. The moralists held that one 
man possessed final authority in the household. One man was lord over his marriage, his family, 
and his slaves. And it was imperative that his authority be acknowledged by subordinate 
members of the household. By contrast, Paul states that Jesus has final authority. He alone is 
Lord of the home.  

 Thus, many ancient moralists devised rules to govern household relationships.  

Listen to Paul’s words in verse 17. He says, “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.” Paul 
tells believers to, “do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus.” In other words, we should do 
everything in submission to Jesus, and in worship to him. Then, in our passage, Paul expands on 
this idea. He explains what submission to Jesus’ Lordship looks like within the home. 7 times in 
our passage, Paul refers to Jesus as Lord. That repetition is very deliberate. Paul is laboring to 
show that Jesus rules the household.  

And this has two important implications. First, Paul relativizes human authority. Human 
authorities must submit to Christ. They’re accountable to him. In this passage, Paul doesn’t 
remind those in authority of their rights. Rather, he reminds them of their duties. They must 
use their authority to serve others. Second, Paul dignifies women, children and slaves. Every 
member of the home is Christ’s servant. Everyone member is a full-participant in God’s 
kingdom. And as we’ll see, Jesus’ Lordship fundamentally transforms each household 
relationship.   
 In the span of 9 verses, Paul discusses gender roles, parenting and slavery. Now, I’m just 
going out on a limb. But I assume that none of you is indifferent on these matters. No one hears 
the words, “gender roles,” “parents,” or “slavery” and thinks, “meh, don’t have strong feelings 
on any of those.” This passage evokes strong emotions. It calls to mind our national history; but 
also our personal histories; our experiences with society, and spouses, and parents, and bosses. 
And for that reason, this passage is a powder keg. It raises more questions than we have time to 

                                                           
1 Craig Keener, “Family and Household,” in Dictionary of New Testament Background, Craig A. Evans and 

Stanley E. Porter eds. (Downers Grove: Illinois, 2000); 353.  
2 Phillip H. Towner, “Households and Household Codes,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, Gerald F. 

Hawthorne and Ralph P. Martin eds. (Downers Grove: Illinois, 1993); 417. 
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answer. So I’ll just go ahead and forewarn you; prepare to be disappointed. I can’t discuss every 
issue. If you’d like to study these issues further, I’d encourage you to listen to our sermon series 
on Ephesians. It’s on the website.3

 

 Ephesians contains a passage similar to this one. And in that 
sermon series, we covered this material in greater detail. Today, I won’t cover every issue. 
Instead, I want to highlight the common thread in this passage: Jesus is Lord. He is Lord over 
marriage. He is Lord over the family. And, He is Lord at work. Paul calls us to serve Jesus in 
these arenas. And that means we must serve in response to him, not in reaction to others. 

Paul wants us to serve Christ. And we do this by serving our spouses, our families, and our co-
workers.  

A. Serve Christ by Serving Your Spouse (vv. 18-19): Paul begins by speaking to spouses. 
In verse 18, he says, “Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.” Paul commands 
wives to submit to their husbands.  

Now, that word, “submit” has been the subject of endless controversy and debate. So, 
we need to define it carefully. Let’s begin by noting what Paul isn’t saying. He isn’t implying that 
women are inferior to men. Scripture teaches that women are God’s image-bearers. Elsewhere 
Paul says that both women and men are co-heirs with Christ. So women are equal to men in 
dignity and worth. In addition, Paul isn’t describing a personality trait. He’s not telling wives to 
be timid, or docile. He isn’t telling them to be doormats; to never speak their mind. So what’s 
he saying? Paul uses this word, or a related term on several occasions. And in each case, it 
refers to the recognition of an order.4

But, Paul adds an important qualifier. He says wives are to submit, “as is fitting in the 
Lord.” I think Paul is specifying the kind of submission he’s talking about. He’s saying, “wives, 
submit in a way that’s appropriate, given your new relationship with Jesus.”

 “To submit” is to acknowledge an order, and place one’s 
self under it. Now, sincere believers disagree on this issue. But I think Paul is asking wives to 
voluntarily acknowledge an order within marriage. He’s asking the wife to follow her husband; 
to place herself under his leadership.    

5

                                                           
3 See http://creeksidecommunity.org/ephesians-identity-theft.  

 A wife’s ultimate 
allegiance isn’t to her husband; it’s to Christ. Her primary responsibility is to serve him. And this 
has two implications. First, Jesus provides the pattern for submission. Jesus displayed his 
greatness by submitting to his Father. Similarly, wives imitate Christ when they follow their 
husbands. That’s how they play the Christ-role within marriage. Second, Jesus delimits the 
sphere of submission. A wife should submit to her husband; but only in submission to Christ. In 
other words, a wife should never follow her husband into sin. Nor should she enable sinful or 
abusive behavior, since that would require her to disobey Jesus. A wife is a strong helper. She 

4 Peter T. O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon (WBC 44: Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2000), 221.  
5 David W. Pao, Colossians and Philemon (ZECNT: Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 267.  
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doesn’t blindly follow. She helps. She supports. She encourages. And she admonishes. And she 
does all of this in service to Jesus.   

So how can wives do this? How can they encourage and support their husbands to lead?  
Well, I decided to ask my wife for some thoughts. Here are two suggestions we came up with.  

First, invite your husband’s input. Invite him into your decision-making process. My wife 
is a planner. She loves me. But she also has a wonderful plan for my life. She’s constantly 
planning our family’s future. But here’s what I appreciate. She seeks my input. For example; 
Kashelle spends far more time parenting our kids than I do. She spends the day caring for them, 
disciplining them, and preventing them from killing other children. And it would be easy for her 
to tell me how to parent; to say “ok honey, here’s the plan…” But she doesn’t. Instead, she says, 
“honey, I’ve noticed this behavior in Jake. How do you think we should handle it?” And, I, being 
the visionary leader, will say, “huh?” Invite your husband’s input. Collaborate with him.  

Second, affirm your husband verbally. And do so in public. Most husbands I know crave 
affirmation. And your opinion of them matters. They might not acknowledge it. But, believe me, 
it does. Communication experts say people need 5 words of affirmation for every word of 
correction. How’s your ratio? How are you doing? 

Perhaps your husband doesn’t lead well. Maybe you’re thinking, “My husband is cold. 
He’s aloof. He doesn’t deserve this.” Perhaps your husband isn’t respectable. But Jesus is. Jesus 
is always attentive, and supportive. And when you dishonor him, he never retaliates by 
withholding love. He’s the one asking you to serve your husband. So the question isn’t, “does 
my husband deserve this?” It’s, “is Jesus worthy of my service?” When you serve your spouse, 
you’re serving Christ.   

Next, Paul addresses husbands. In verse 19, he says, “Husbands, love your wives, and do 
not be harsh with them.” (v. 19) 
 In our day, we assume that husbands should love their wives. But in Paul’s day, this idea 
was quite novel. Ancient moralists often focused on the husband’s rights. The husband was the 
head of the household. As such, he was entitled to respect, and subordination. But Paul doesn’t 
tell husbands to protect their rights. Rather, he tells them to love. Husbands serve Christ by 
putting their wives’ interests ahead of their own. Michelle Lee-Barnewall is one of my former 
profs. And she’s argued that Paul actually turns the concept of headship on its head. Husbands 
exercise leadership not by domineering their wives, but by serving them.6

And in the second half of the verse, Paul elaborates on this idea. He says husbands must 
not be harsh. Elsewhere, that word, “harsh” means bitter. Paul is prohibiting husbands from 

 They lead by 
sacrificing. 

                                                           
6 “Turning kephale on Its Head: Paul's Argumentative Strategy in Eph. 5:21-33,” Christian Origins and Classical 

Culture: Social and Literary Contexts for the New Testament, vol. 1 of The New Testament in Its Hellenistic Context, 
eds. Stanley E. Porter and Andrew W. Pitts (Leiden: Brill) (forthcoming) 
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displaying bitter, retaliatory sharpness. And his prohibition is categorical. He’s saying, “never do 
this.” Earlier in chapter 3, Paul defined Christian love in terms of compassion, forbearance, and 
forgiveness. Husbands must show this kind of love to their wives. And such love precludes any  
kind of harshness.      
 Over the past few months, I’ve been getting to know a Creeksider named John Nielsen. 
John has counseled hundreds of couples. And he says that one of the top two indicators of 
divorce is devaluation. When I’m harsh towards Kashelle, I devalue her. I treat don’t her with 
dignity. Your wife can be a wonderful shock absorber. She can help you cope with hardships. 
But if you aren’t careful, she can become a punching bag.  
 Sometimes, our wives make us bitter. But other times, they’re victims of friendly fire. 
They’re the recipients of our anger, even though they don’t cause it. A few weeks ago, I came 
home from work. And I was frustrated. I was still thinking about the day. I walk in the door. The 
kids are screaming. The backyard is a post-apocalyptic war zone. Kashelle is exhausted. And 
instantly, I’m mad. Now, if I’d had a good day, I wouldn’t have been angry. But I didn’t, so I’m 
mad. And it’s like this switch flipped in my brain. I gritted my teeth, and clenched my jaw. I 
ignored my family. And I started getting things done. After a frustrating day, that felt gratifying. 
I’m cleaning. I’m paying bills. I’m starting DIY projects. But my wife is disheartened. And my kids 
are becoming agitated. Kashelle says, “honey, what’s wrong?” “Nothing, honey. Can’t you see 
I’m trying to serve our family right now?” And all of a sudden, I realized that I was being harsh. 
And my harshness had completely changed the climate of our house. Everyone was set on 
edge; and all because I couldn’t stop brooding over a bad day. At that moment, my wife didn’t 
need me to knock things off the to-do list. She needed me to be present; to bear her burdens. 
Don’t make your wife a scapegoat. When you’re with her, your task is to be with her; to put her 
emotional needs above your own.  
 We must not be harsh. And that also means we must be quick to reconcile. When 
there’s conflict, don’t wait for your wife to address it. Take the first step. Repent first. Apologize 
first. Most of the time, leadership has little to do with “having the final say,” or “making the 
call.” Often, leadership is just taking the initiative to benefit someone else. Take the initiative in 
reconciliation.  
 And maybe you’re thinking, “but Jeff, I’m exhausted. My wife nitpicks. She’s 
unapologetic. She’s demeaning.” Does your wife always deserve your love? No. She doesn’t. 
But what about Jesus? Jesus was 100% right, when you were 100% wrong. He was sinless. Yet 
he died for 100% of your sin. He was the offended party. Yet he reached out to you in 
reconciliation. Jesus has never wronged you. But you have wronged him constantly. Yet, he 
continues to pursue you; to love you. And he asks you to serve him by loving your spouse; by 
treating her with kindness. Jesus deserves your service. So serve him by loving your wife.  

B. Serve Christ By Serving Your Family (vv.20-21): Paul speaks to spouses. Then, he  
speaks to families. And he starts by talking to children.  
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 In verse 20, he says, “Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the 
Lord.” 
 Paul commands children to obey their parents; and to do so in every facet of life. 
Children, I want to talk to you for a minute. This command doesn’t leave much wiggle room, 
does it? Until you reach adulthood, you must obey your parents. Now, your ultimate allegiance 
is to Jesus. So your parents can’t make you disobey Jesus, or do something harmful. But 
otherwise, they have the final say.  
 And that might not seem very fair. Why would anyone want to do this? Well, look at the 
second half of the verse. Paul says we should obey our parents, because this pleases the Lord. 
Obedience makes Jesus happy. That’s why you should do it. You shouldn’t obey your parents 
just because they’re wiser than you. I’ll let you in on a little secret: sometimes, we have no idea 
what we’re doing. Seriously. Sometimes, I just make stuff up. I’ll say, “Addie, stop touching that 
thing.” And I don’t know why she shouldn’t touch that thing. I just don’t want her to do it. Your 
parents have probably made up arbitrary rules. They haven’t always been fair, or reasonable. 
And you’re parents aren’t your ultimate authority. Jesus is. So ultimately, you don’t obey your 
parents because “they say so,” but because Jesus says so. 

And here’s my concern. If you’re constantly bucking your parents’ authority; if you’re 
rebellious and defiant; you’re being defiant towards Jesus. That’s what troubles me. If you 
follow Jesus, you’ll obey your parents. That’s what Jesus asks of you. And at this stage of life, 
that’s how you serve him. And if you’re unwilling to follow Jesus’ commands now, what makes 
you think you’ll do so later? Your parents aren’t always right. But Jesus is. Your parents don’t 
always know best. But Jesus does. So serve him by obeying them.   
 In verse 21, Paul moves on to address parents. He says, “ Fathers, do not provoke your 
children, lest they become discouraged.”  

Paul speaks specifically to fathers. But this is probably a shorthand reference to both 
parents. Perhaps Paul singles out fathers because they’re authority was often emphasized. Paul 
warns parents not to provoke their children. To provoke means to embitter. Paul doesn’t want 
parents to embitter their children, because such children could become discouraged. That word 
literally means, “without spirit.” Bitter children give up. They lose their vitality; their motivation 
to please their parents.  

As a parent, I want my children to obey. But children can obey for the wrong reasons. 
You can coerce obedience. You can threaten your children. You can say “no” constantly. You 
can discipline severely. And your kids will obey. They may look very respectful. But they’ll obey 
out of fear. And they’ll become bitter. They’re spirits will be crushed. They may obey you for a 
season. But they won’t honor you for a lifetime. And in all likelihood, they’ll think of God as 
harsh and unyielding; as a perpetually disappointed parent.  

I’m starting to see the danger of this. Jake isn’t easily discouraged.  
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When I lay down the law, he just grins. When I say, “Jake, come here,” he just smiles; “what you 
gonna do, Dad? Go ahead, up the ante. I want to see where this goes.” But things are different 
with Addie. If I’m harsh, she just gives up. She sighs. And she obeys. But she does so 
begrudgingly. There are times to draw a hard line. But we must work to persuade our kids. 
Reassure them of your love. And explain why obedience is to their advantage. My parents did 
that constantly. They always gave me a reason to obey. They showed why obeying God was to 
my benefit. And they led by example. I saw the blessings of obedience firsthand. And that 
changed the way I looked at obedience. It wasn’t just obligatory; it was desirable. Serve Jesus. 
And do so by training your kids with patience and gentleness.   

C. Serve Christ by Serving Your Co-Workers (3:22-4:1): We serve Christ within  
marriage. We serve him within the family. Finally, we serve him at work. Paul concludes this 
section by addressing slaves and masters. He says, “Slaves, 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 slaves justly and fairly, knowing that you also have a Master 
in heaven.” 

When reading this passage, our minds immediately fixate on the words, “slaves” and 
“masters.” The injustice of slavery has shaped our national consciousness. And it colors our 
reading of this passage. What’s Paul saying? Is he condoning institutional slavery? Several years 
ago, I preached on Ephesians 6.7

 First, remember that Paul is writing to a marginalized religious sect within the Roman 
Empire. The early Christians wielded no political power. And they lived in a world permeated 
with slavery. Slaves comprised roughly a third of the empire’s total population. And they were 
dispersed among ethnic groups, and social classes. Paul isn’t offering an in depth assessment of 
institutional slavery. Rather, he’s addressing a specific situation. Households have come to faith 
in Christ. And Paul is teaching the members of these households how to interact with one 
another. 

 And I discussed the topic of slavery in some detail. I can’t do 
that today. So if you’d like to research this topic further, I’d encourage you to listen to that talk. 
Today, I‘ll make a few brief points. 

 But second, notice the ways Paul subverts the slave/master relationship. He says that 
slaves serve Jesus; that he is their true master. Thus, the authority of earthly masters is 
relativized. And in 4:1, Paul says that earthly masters also serve Jesus. They too are slaves. Thus, 
the relationship between slaves and masters is flattened out. This point is underscored in verse 
25. Paul says that God judges impartially. In other words, God doesn’t think masters are 
superior to slavers, nor that slaves are inferior to masters. Paul also elevates the status of 

                                                           
7 See http://vimeo.com/28587236.  
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Christian slaves. In 3:24, he states that slaves will receive an inheritance from Jesus. In the 
ancient world, only sons were legally entitled to an inheritance. Slaves were not. But in God’s 
kingdom, slaves are sons. They’re children of God. And thus, they’re heirs. Finally, you may 
recall that in 3:11, Paul explicitly says that in Christ, there is neither, “slave nor free.” And given 
what Paul says in this passage, that shouldn’t surprise us. So Paul is negating and transforming 
the conventional slave/master relationship. Within Christ’s community, slaves are sons. And 
everyone Christ’s slave! Thus, this relationship must look different. Christian slaves must be 
treated with equal dignity and value.  
 So how does this passage apply to us? Well, in essence, Paul is talking about work. Most 
of us work. And most of us have bosses. Our bosses aren’t masters. But they do possess 
authority over us. Paul says that Jesus is Lord over our work. And this should fundamentally 
change the way we labor. First, it should change our motivation. Notice how Paul motivates 
workers in this passage. In verse 22, he encourages us to work out of reverence for Jesus. In 
verse 23, he tells us to work for the Lord, not for men. In verse 24, he assures us that Jesus will 
reward our hard work. Also in verse 24, he says we serve Jesus himself. According to Paul, we 
work for Jesus. And this should change our work ethic. Since we work for Jesus, we work hard. 
And, we strive for excellence. We don’t work merely for external approval. We aren’t “eye-
servants” as Paul says. We don’t work just hard enough to impress the right people. Instead, we 
work with sincerity. And we work heartily; literally, “from the soul.”   
 It’s so tempting to view work as a game; as an attempt to impress the right people to 
get ahead. In High School, I worked as a janitor. And I cleaned office buildings. One day, I was 
cleaning toilets, and I saw a money clip on the bathroom floor. It was a thick wad of cash. And 
the denominations were large. I’d never seen so much money. And my 16 year-old imagination 
started running wild. I began fantasizing about all the useless junk I could buy. But then, the 
Holy Spirit convicted me. I knew I had to find the owner of this clip. I began to search the 
various offices, and made inquiries. And I was so proud of myself. Eventually, I found the 
owner. And he was impressed, as were his co-workers. He took the money clip. And he offered 
to give me a few bucks. In response, I said something very pious, like, “that’s ok, I didn’t do it for 
money.” And he said, “hey look, it’s not you, it’s the thought, ok?” And I thought to myself, 
“what? ‘It’s not you, it’s the thought?’ Who says things like that? Are you kidding me? I 
should’ve stolen that guy’s money! He doesn’t deserve it.” I didn’t get any joy out of doing the 
right thing; out of living in obedience to Jesus. I did the righteous thing because I wanted to be 
seen as a righteous person. And that’s a danger for all of us. Are we working hard to prove 
ourselves? To curry our boss’s favor? To climb some hypothetical ladder? Or, do we work hard 
because we truly believe that Jesus is our employer?   
 Please hear this: work is not a necessary evil that keeps us from more spiritual pursuits. 
Work is the crucible of Christian discipleship. Jesus is your boss. And he asks you to serve him 
by working diligently for your earthly boss. There are many ways we could reflect Jesus at work. 
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You could work with integrity. Or, you could prayerfully look for opportunities to witness, and 
minister. But here’s the bottom line; if you’re not doing excellent work, you’re not representing 
Christ. If my mind is somewhere else, and I’m fantasizing about doing something else, I’m 
dishonoring Jesus. I’m employed by Christ. And Christ tells me to serve my boss and co-workers. 
Therefore, we have the greatest incentive to do excellent work; and to help our co-workers 
succeed and flourish. We work for Jesus. And Jesus commands us to serve our earthly bosses.  
 

This is not an easy passage. In fact, nothing in this passage is easy. None of these  
commands seem manageable. And that’s why we can’t miss the big point. We must serve in 
response to Jesus, not in reaction to others. People can’t inspire you to obey these commands. 
Only Jesus can. Our motivation isn’t horizontal; it’s vertical. You might have a husband who is 
callous, or cold. But you have a heavenly husband who is gentle and warm; who shares in your 
suffering. You might have a wife who belittles you. But you serve a Savior who has crowned you 
with honor and glory. You might have parents who frown upon you. But you have a heavenly 
Father who delights in you. You may have children who are rebellious. But you serve a Son who 
was perfectly obedient to his Father, so that a rebellious child like you could be adopted into his 
family. You may have a boss who treats you contemptibly. But you have a heavenly boss who 
will never fire you; who puts his interests ahead of yours; who gives you his own retirement 
plan. Jesus is our master. But this master became a slave for us. Jesus came to live the life we 
couldn’t live, so we could be credited with his righteousness. He died the death we deserved to 
die, so that we don’t have to. And he rose from the dead so that we could defeat death, and 
live with him forever. We serve a master who will always and forever out-serve us. And in 
response to him, we serve others. If he is your motivation, it will change your most basic 
relationships; and it will do so today. Let’s pray.  
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