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In Colossians 3:12-17 Paul elaborated upon how we are to live out our new identity in Christ. Because 
there is no longer Jew or Gentile, slave or free, we are to view ourselves as one body and have love, 
consideration, and forgiveness toward one another. 

In 3:18–4:1 Paul turns his attention from the spiritual family to the physical family. “The household was 
recognized as a stabilizing element in ancient society, and treaties on household administration were 
common. As in society in general, so in the Christian community, the household appears to have been 
the basic unit or cell” (Bruce, 161). “Putting the life of the new age into practice begins at home. If a 
sense of anti-climax is felt in moving from the sublime picture of the worshiping church in 3:15-17 to the 
almost mundane instructions of 3:18–4:1, that is perhaps a sign that we have not fully integrated belief 
and practice” (Wright, 150). 

Paul addresses each member of the household in terms of their roles within the family. The closest 
parallel to these verses is Ephesians 5:22–6:9. In addition, 1 Peter 2:18-3:7 also talks about wives’, 
masters’, and husbands’ roles. 

To some modern readers, the hierarchal pattern presented here contradicts the equality of all people in 
Christ. As a result, they stress the equality of persons and understand the passages that speak of roles 
within the family as cultural expressions of that time. In other words, they believe that Paul is 
accommodating the prevailing culture of his day, not stating God-ordained roles within the family. 

The first problem with this is that these passages are immersed with appeals to distinctly Christian 
principles.  

Secondly, it seems unlikely that New Testament authors would be so concerned about culture that they 
failed to teach genuine New Testament ethics. “It is, in fact, extremely unlikely that Paul, having warned 
the young Christians against conforming their lives to the present world, would now require just that of 
them after all” (Wright, 151). 

Thirdly, we should be suspicious of our own interpretive tendencies to impose our culture and changing 
beliefs upon the Bible. “It would be a bold person who would argue, in the face of modern society, that 
the contemporary non-Christian world offers a better model for marriage and family life than that 
provided by the ancient world, still less than that suggested by Paul” (Wright, 151). 

Becoming a Christian does not eradicate all distinctions between people; it shows us how to live out 
God’s design in a fallen human world. “It is true that pagans and Jews at this period compiled household 
rules which are in some respects parallel to what we find here. But this does not mean that Paul is 
simply telling his converts to conform to prevailing contemporary standards” (Wright, 150, 151). Since 
all people are created in God’s image with an innate sense of God’s law, we should expect to see some 
alignment between secular and Christian ethics. We do not need to scrap everything in the world and 
begin over again to restore the rule of life to its proper glory; instead, we are able to build on, and bring 
to full maturity those things that to some degree still reflect the design of God.  

3:18 Wives, be subject to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.  

Paul begins by exhorting wives to submit to their husbands. Ephesians 5:22- 24 also says, “Wives, submit 
to your own husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head 
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of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives 
should submit to their husbands in everything.”  

The verb “subject” or “submit” (ὑποτάσσω) means to put oneself under the authority or direction of 
someone else. Subordination may be either compulsory or voluntary (TDNT, VIII, 41). All believers are to 
be subject to God (Heb 12:9; Ja. 4:7); the church is to submit to Christ (Eph. 5:24); Jews are to submit to 
God’s righteousness (Ro. 8:10); citizens to governing authorities (Ro. 13:1, 5; Tit. 3:1; 1 Pet. 2:13); 
Christians to their leaders (1 Cor. 16:16); slaves to masters (Tit. 2:9; 1 Pet. 2:18); young men to older 
men (1 Pet. 5:5); children to their parents (Lk. 2:51); wives to their husbands (Eph. 5:22; Col. 3:18; Tit. 
2:5; 1 Pet. 3:1, 5).  

Some point out that in Ephesians 5:21 we were told to submit to one another. This, however, is 
restricted to the particular relationships that Paul goes on to enumerate (wives to husbands, children to 
parents, slaves to masters). In other words, God isn’t telling Christians to be reciprocally submissive to 
each other (that is, parents should submit to children and children to parents, masters should submit to 
slaves and slaves to masters, etc.); He is telling us to be submissive to others in the Christian community 
whom God has placed over us. In short, “The equality of women and men before the Lord, of which Paul 
wrote in Galatians 3:28, has not been retracted: but neither does it mean identity of role or function” 
(Wright, 152); we are to live as equals within the roles that God has ordained. 

Verse 18 needs five clarifications: 

1. First, although wives are to submit to their husbands, their ultimate allegiance is owed to God. 1 
Corinthians 11:3 says, “But I want you to understand that Christ is the head of every man, and 
the man is the head of a woman, and God is the head of Christ.” This means that at times a wife 
may have to not submit to her husband if asked to do something contrary to God’s will. 

2. Secondly, marital relationships might be expressed somewhat differently in different cultures. If 
the wife recognizes her husband as her head, it is not inconsistent to have a more equal sharing 
of all dimensions of the marriage relationship.  

3. Third, the middle voice imperative verb “be subordinate” (ὑποτάσσεσθε) suggests voluntary 
submission (O’Brien, 224). Just like every other area of life where we must choose to follow 
God’s will, a wife is to willfully and consciously respect her husband as the leader in the home.  

4. Fourth, subjection or submission to authority does not suggest that someone is of lesser value 

or inferior. Both Adam and Eve were created in God’s image, equal as persons but distinct in 

their manhood and womanhood (Gen 1:26-27, 2:18). The fact that Christ submits to the Father 

(1 Cor. 15:28) and even to His earthly parents (Lk. 2:51) shows that inferior dignity or worth 

need not be present in the term. 

5. Lastly, it is important to note that a wife’s submission is not because it was the order of society. 

The hierarchy of the household is based on the order of creation according to 1 Corinthians 

11:3, 7-9. A wife should submit to her husband because it is fitting behavior “in the Lord” (ἐν 

Κυρίῳ). In other words, the wife’s submission is proper for someone who is in Christ; it correctly 

reflects her union with Him. 
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3:19 Husbands, love your wives and do not be embittered against them.  

Widespread Greek and Jewish teaching required wives to submit to their husbands. This was mostly a 
concern over effective household management, since the household is the building block of society. But 
it was not required that husbands love their wives. This was a somewhat revolutionary note in that day. 

A husband should love his wife as Christ loved the church (Eph. 5:21); he should attempt to meet her 
needs, desires, and wishes. 

Negatively, husbands are commanded not to be embittered. The verb (πικραίνω) appears elsewhere in 
the New Testament in relation to something that is literally bitter or sour. In this case, Paul is telling 
husbands not to become resentful, harsh, or irritable toward their wives in the exercise of their 
authority. 

Sometimes people wonder why wives are not commanded to love their husbands. Perhaps the 
commands given to each member of the household reflect the particular susceptibilities of each partner 
in the relationship: wives may be tempted to resist their husband’s leadership while husbands are prone 
to abuse it. 

3:20 Children, be obedient to your parents in all things, for this is well-pleasing to the Lord.  
3:21 Fathers, do not exasperate your children, so that they will not lose heart. 

Children are addressed as responsible Christians. “In addressing children as members of the church in 
their own right, and in giving them both responsibilities and rights, Paul is again allowing the gospel to 
break new ground” (Wright, 152). 

Submission and obedience are distinct terms but overlapping concepts. Submission is the broader 
concept, implying a general order in a particular relationship that makes it appropriate for one party to 
defer to another. Obedience is the specific form that submission will often take. Obedience implies a 
relationship in which one party issues orders to another. 

The reason that children are to be obedient is because this is well-pleasing to the Lord. A child’s 
obedience is appropriate behavior for someone in the new humanity who are created in and by Christ. 
Once again, we see that household relationships are understood in a new light. Living within the role 
that God has placed us in is a spiritual duty. 

As children are to obey their parents, so fathers are not to exasperate their children. That is, they are 
not to make their children resentful or bitter. The word for fathers in Greek (πατέρες) can sometimes 
refer to both parents (Heb. 11:23). BDAG (the standard Greek lexicon) suggests that this is the meaning 
here. However, the primary reference is probably the father, since he is the head of the household. 
Nevertheless, this would surely apply to mothers as well. Ephesians 6:4 also tells fathers not to “provoke 
your children to anger,” but adds the positive side of child rearing: “bring them up in the discipline and 
instruction of the Lord.” 

The reason not to exasperate children is so that they will not lose heart. To lose heart is to be 
disheartened to the point where they lose motivation. The verb is often translated as “discouraged.” A 
fuller meaning would be “do not discourage them so they quit.” 
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Parental authority is based upon the fact that children receive their life from their parents. All people 
owe their existence to two essential but unequal sources: God and our parents. God is the ultimate 
source and author of human life. But God has also determined that people would have parents, a 
secondary, proximate source of their existence. In other words, God did not continue to populate the 
earth with humans by making them directly as He had done with Adam and Eve. Rather, after making 
the first couple He said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28). The conceptual 
relationship between “origin” and authority, while plainly visible, is rarely reflected upon. As the human 
“sources” or “originators” of their children, parents have a fundamental and natural authority over 
them. 

The following excerpts from an article by Collin Smothers. They have been edited. The full article may be 
found at https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2020/08/66250/  

Parental authority is enshrined in Christian Scripture in a prominent position as the first 
commandment of the second table of the Ten Commandments: “Honor your father and your 
mother, that your days may be long in the land that the Lord your God is giving you” (Exod. 
20:12; Eph. 6:1-3). The ordering of the decalogue is instructive: primary is man’s duty to the 
authority of God, who is the author of life and the world and everything in it. This duty to God is 
followed immediately by man’s duty to parental authority. . . When the Apostle Paul commends 
the fifth commandment to the early church in Ephesus, he notes, “this is the first 
commandment with a promise” (Eph. 6:2). Proper respect and honor for one’s father and 
mother are closely tied to a full and meaningful life (Eph. 6:3; cf. Exod. 20:12)   . . .  

Among the manifold benefits of the divine institution of the family is a social good: it is a school 
of proper love and respect for authority. The child who experiences love and nurture from his 
father and mother is naturally disposed to obey them when very young. Where this disposition 
decreases with age, it is reinforced by command. Where command is inefficient and some form 
of consequential punishment is meted out, disobedience is disincentivized . . . The son and 
daughter who learn obedience in the family are made ready to relate well to conventional 
human authorities, such as magistrates, pastors, or employers. . . Someone who is always good 
to his parents, who obeys them and cares for them will treat others in the same way, and will 
obey the laws of the state in the same way that he obeys his father. . .  

In other words, the natural structure of the human family undergirds and informs human 
society. . . The child who is given permission, either by church or state, to ignore the authority of 
his source . . . is a child primed to throw off respect for any human authority. 

There are three authorities God has given to mankind: the authority of parents, the church, and the 
state. The authority of the church and the state came after the authority given to the family. This means 
that familial authority is prior to any political authority and should be respected as such—even if 
sometimes the state may have to interfere in familial affairs in its pursuit of justice and peace. 

Categories of logic help us understand why. One’s father and mother are essential to the nature 
of one’s existence in a way that does not hold true of state or church, which are more accidental 
to one’s essence. If your parents never existed, you would never have existed. If the nation in 
which you live or were born had never existed, or ceased existing, you would be citizens of 
another; the same holds true with the local church. The exceptional and unique fact that you 

https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2020/08/66250/
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have only one natural father and one natural mother contains within it a sacred duty, and 
Scripture universally recognizes this duty to parental authority. 

The other side of parental authority is parental obligation to nurture, provide for, protect, and 
form the child under one’s care. Scripture confirms what nature proclaims: The one who does 
not provide for his own relatives denies the faith and is worse than an unbeliever (1 Tim. 5:8). 
And fathers are charged with disciplining and instructing their children in the Lord in a way that 
does not provoke them (Eph. 6:4; cf. Deut. 11:19). The Bible’s pervasive concern for the orphan 
is negative evidence of the same principle: an orphan has neither father nor mother to protect 
or provide for him, and the community is called to step in and fill the role. But the role is not 
without form: they are called to be like God, who is a father to the fatherless (Ps. 68:5). 

In talking about rights, we must never lose sight of what is right according to the will of God and 
to which nature and plain reason testify. Parental authority, and what some have come to call 
parental rights, is a biblical and natural concept that should be upheld by church and state alike. 
Any attempt to violate this parental authority apart from extreme circumstances that demand 
intervention on behalf of justice—such as the preservation of life and the prevention of physical 
and sexual abuse—should be vehemently opposed in the name of Scripture and the natural 
order. 

3:22 Slaves, obey in all things those who are your earthly masters (lords), not with eye-service, 
as man-pleasers, but in sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord. (paraphrased from the ESV) 

The mention of slaves and masters may seem odd to us, but to the original readers slaves were often an 
integral component to the ancient household. 

To some degree the principles here apply to employer/ employee relationships, but the distinction 
needs to be clear that the basic fact of slavery is that one person owns another.  

Two relationships between slaves and masters are considered: One is their relationship on an earthly 
level (literally, “according to the flesh”; τοῖς κατὰ σάρκα κυρίοις); the other is their relationship to 
Christ. 

At first glance it may appear that by mentioning slaves Paul is simply endorsing the status quo but he is 
not. First, it is significant that he even addresses slaves at all. By doing so he sees them on an equal 
status with all other Christians. Secondly, he reminds masters and slaves alike that they have a common 
Lord. Third, he never endorses slavery; he tells slaves and masters how they are to act within the 
institution, but never approves of the institution itself.  

While the silence of the New Testament on the institution of slavery is not unexpected, it is somewhat 
perplexing that the New Testament never calls on Christian slaveowners to release their slaves from 
bondage. Moo offers the following points to consider (371-372).  

First, slavery was an integral part of the social and economic world of the first century (and has been a 
part of human history since at least 6,800 BC). One scholar estimates that in cities the size of Colossae 
one third of the population would likely have been slaves. Slaves served in many different capacities, 
from working the salt mines to being trusted and respected individuals who helped run businesses and 
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raise children. Slavery was so much a part of the world of that day that, as an institution, it would almost 
have escaped the notice of early Christians.   

Second, freedom in the first century world was not an obvious good as it is for us. Many people in 
America think of slavery in terms of the forced subjugation of a certain race of people, such as existed in 
the southern states. However, slavery in the Greco-Roman world was not based on race, nor were all 
made slaves by force. Slaves came from all races and ethnic groups, and slaveowners were of all races, 
as well. Many people voluntarily sold themselves into slavery.  

Legal freedom was not always a positive move for people. The treatment of slaves varied greatly, but 
since they were an important economic investment for their owners, they were often treated tolerably. 
Once set free, former slaves were on their own and often found it very difficult to make a living. Legal 
freedom would not, then, have been an obvious good in the first century as it is today. 

Third, the New Testament Christians were a tiny religious group living within an all-powerful 
authoritarian empire. They lacked the power to influence government policy. More important, they 
lacked the categories within which they could conceive of what we would call social action. 

Finally, -- and most importantly, perhaps -- the early Christians did not understand their calling in these 
terms. They rejoiced in their identity as the people of a “new realm” inaugurated by God through Christ. 
But they also knew that the “old realm” continued to exist and would exist until Christ returned in glory. 
Granted this realism about the continuing existence of the “world that is”, with its many social 
injustices, the New Testament Christians focused on the creation of an alternative society, a realm in 
which, whatever the realities around them, kingdom values would be lived out. Slavery, for instance, 
was not going to be abolished anytime soon; it was a reality that the early Christians lived with. Their 
focus, then, was on encouraging Christians to realize, in their relationships with each other, that their 
“new realm” of existence was what ultimately mattered and that this existence must dictate the way 
that they would relate to one another. The realities of one’s social or cultural identity could not usually 
be changed. What mattered was that these earthly realities were seen to be trivial in comparison with 
eternal spiritual realities. If a Christian owned a slave, the highest duty to which that master could be 
called was not to set the other free, but to love the slave with the self-giving love of Christ. In the Book 
of Philemon, Paul instructs Philemon to receive back his slave, Onesimus, “no longer as a bondservant 
but more than a bondservant, as a beloved brother” (Phil. 16) and to receive him as he would receive 
Paul (Phil. 17). 


