
Christ is Supreme: Life Redefined 
Scripture: Colossians 3.1-4.1 
INTRO 
A few weeks back this formula created a stir on the internet: 

8÷2(2+2) … is the answer 16 or 1… this is math… it is meant to be coldly 
objective… but how you answer this will depend on the math grammar you 
use… likewise this passage. Depending on the grammar of position, 
authority, and power you use will determine where you land. This morning I 
will share my “grammar” for understanding so that you might understand 
what I believe the Scriptures is upholding and the relationships it is calling 
us to embrace. 

Our context 
We may feel particularly squeamish today about the demands placed on 
the so-called “weaker” parties in the pairs, the wives and the slaves. The 
rules strike many as not only antiquated but anti-Christian. Telling slaves to 
obey their masters upholds the interests of slave owners and seems to give 
an odious, oppressive institution divine sanction. Modern developments in 
women’s legal rights and in the relations between husbands and wives also 
make the call for the wife to submit to her husband sound outdated, if not 
outlandish. 

When we get a taste of these commands on family living from a foreign 
culture two thousand years distant, our initial reaction may be that they 
taste funny or bad. We cannot fault Paul, however, for living in a different 
culture from ours, and we should appreciate how apt these instructions 
were in his context. 

Is “cultural acceptability” is an unacceptable hermeneutical key… 

By what standard is the culture to be measured? The 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 perceived 
as secondary to culture.” 

Bible’s context 
The Culture Paul is addressing 
1. Women in greek world were largely uneducated and dependent 
2. Patriarchal hierarchy was firmly entrenched - a family is the number of 

people who by birth or by law are under the power of one man. 
3. Duty not affection was the responsibility of the man.  
4. Those under the man’s authority owed him unquestioned obedience  
5. In contrast to what we today call “the nuclear family,” the household in 

the ancient world consisted of the father, mother, and children, plus 
any foster children, slaves, unmarried relations, freedmen, or renters. 
Sometimes brothers with their families lived together under the same 
roof. 

6. In the first century CE a third of the population of Greece and Italy was 
enslaved, but the main supply of slaves was no longer through war or 
piracy but through birth in the house of a slaveowner. This produced a 
social climate in which house born slaves were given training for a wide 
variety of tasks and in which Roman legal practice had to keep pace by 
guaranteeing such slaves more humane treatment. For this reason it 
should not be assumed that there was always a wide separation 
between the status of slave and freed person, that all slaves were badly 
treated, or that all who were enslaved were trying to free themselves. 
Clearly Pauline churches contained as equal members masters and 
slaves from the same household (see 3:11… also important to note that 
the forms of slavery in the 1st century Roman Empire was not horrific 
practice exemplified by slave ownership in the ante-bellum south… 

The letter’s context (3.1-17) 
The context for the home is the same as what is been laid down for the 
church in versus 5 to 17… You cannot read 5 to 17 as only applicable to the 
church and not to the home… 

Radical as it might seem for us… The church is the framework for how we 
view the family not vice versa… not focus on the family but focus on the 
Church! 



The household code is not a conservative retreat to the ways of the world 
but belongs fully to the new creation Paul is seeking to articulate in 
practical and realistic terms. It is radical precisely because its spirit opens 
them to the kinds of possibilities that are available for the new Christian 
family. Paul’s imprisonment is the shared context of a new and radical 
reflection on life in the world. 

The fact that Paul writes this way is an illustration or expression of this claim 
that any spirituality that does not enable believers to cope with ordinary life 
and live distinctively with the structures is bogus. 

Life Redefined 
The first thing we have to recognize is that Paul is not merely reiterating the 
cultural norm of his day from a Jewish or a Greek perspective… he is 
redefining it… this is the death blow  

Redefining worth — shows special concern for the powerless… we are 
equal in and before the Lord 

The instructions show a special concern for the weaker or powerless 
members of the pair 
Nevertheless, what remains striking and unprecedented about his 
use of the code in comparison with traditional discussions of 
household management is that slaves and wives are addressed 
directly and not simply as members of the household but as full 
members of the church.Nevertheless, what remains striking and 
unprecedented about his use of the code in comparison with 
traditional discussions of household management is that slaves are 
addressed directly and not simply as members of the household 
but as full members of the church. 

Redefining motivation - for the Lord 
The motivation for the behavior becomes distinctively Christian. The 
text does not ground its advice in the created order, natural law, or 
reason, as if to say: “This is the way the world is; accept it and live in 
harmony with it.”  

Redefining authority  
- domination is prohibited… mutuality is prized 

that you also have a master or lord in heaven” now subjects the 
householder to the same binding obligation to Christ as that 
required of wives, children, and slaves; and since in the ancient 
household the masters were the same persons as the husbands and 
fathers, the force extends back to the earlier exhortations to those in 
the superior social position and places the whole household under 
the lordship of Christ. This notion that the masters of the household 
have a master over themselves is quite different from other 
discussions of the household in antiquity 

Justice and Fairness (equality) 

Paul is redefining the roles and relationships in light of the new creation/
restoration that occurs in and through Jesus Christ…


