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In Colossians 3:18–4:1 Paul addresses each member of the household according to their roles within the 
family. He begins with wives and husbands, moves to children and parents, and lastly, talks about the 
slaves and masters. 

 3:22 Bondservants, obey in everything those who are your earthly masters (lords—κυρίοις), 
not by way of eye-service, as people-pleasers, but with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord 
(Κύριον) 

  3:23 Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men,  
NKJV 3:24 knowing that from the Lord you will receive the reward of the inheritance; for you serve 

the Lord Christ.  

After saying that slaves are to obey their earthly masters in everything (3:22a), Paul focuses on the 
slave’s manner of service (3:22b–23). A slave’s obedience must be sincere and conditioned by their fear 
of the Lord.  

First, slaves are not to serve “by way of eye-service, as people-pleasers.” In other words, servants 
should not be hypocritical or superficial, or more concerned about their appearance than reality. They 
should not be the type of people who only work hard when the master’s eye is on them.   

They are to serve “with sincerity of heart.” The word for sincerity (ἁπλότης) has the sense of 
“singleness.” The related word in Matthew 6:22 (ἁπλοῦς) illustrates the meaning where Jesus said that 
the light of the body is the eye. If the eye is “single” (KJV) the body is full of light. Jesus was speaking of 
singleness of purpose, or undivided loyalty to kingdom values. If we are loyal to the principles of the 
kingdom of God, we will see clearly. In Colossians the idea is that as Christians, our hearts are to have a 
singleness of direction that produces consistent behavior; we should not act one way in front of some 
people and differently in front of others. 

Verse 22 also instructs slaves to live their lives oriented toward their heavenly “Master” (Lord); they are 
to fear the Lord. “The ‘fear of the Lord’ is a prominent theme in the Old Testament, combining a sense 
of appropriate awe in the presence of God with submission to His will” (Moo, 311).  

Lastly, they are told to do their work heartily (3:23a). Literally, they are to do their work “from the soul.” 
That is, they are not to serve because they are forced to, or grudgingly, but with good will, having their 
master’s good and interests at heart.  

The reason they are to serve like this is because all Christian behavior is “for the Lord and not for men” 
(3:23), whether one is free or a slave. As Paul said in Romans 14:7, “if we live, we live for the Lord,” and 
in 1 Corinthians 10:31, “whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” 

But we also know that we “will receive the reward of the inheritance” from the Lord (not men). 

Paul applies the Old Testament language of inheritance to the spiritual privilege enjoyed by God’s new 
covenant people. In the OT, the land promised to Abraham was the Jew’s inheritance. This takes on new 
significance for those who are in Christ. We receive an eternal inheritance reserved in heaven for us (1 
Pet. 1:4). That reward will be more than fair compensation for faithful service to Christ. 

Here the point, equally applicable at all levels of human labor, is that the Christian at work must 
be a whole person, totally given to the task in hand, not merely doing the minimum required to 
avoid rebuke, with a show of effort when one is being observed. That attitude shows no 
reverence for the Lord who has called all His people to full, single-hearted human living. Even if 
they are treated like animals or worse, slaves are still to regard themselves as fully human 
beings (Wright, 153). 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Corinthians%2010%3A31&version=NASB
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3:25 For the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he has done, and there is no partiality. 

Lastly, slaves who serve others as they serve Christ need not be concerned about those who slack off 
when their master is not watching for the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he has done. We 
should be concerned more about our own work ethic than the behavior of others, for God is not partial.  

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

4:1 provides the balance between a slave’s behavior and the master’s behavior. Slaves are responsible 
to live out their faith in the station of life they are in; masters are responsible to do the same. They are 
to exhibit Christ-like behavior, treating their slaves with dignity as fellow human beings.  

In the parallel passage in Ephesian 6:9, masters are warned to “give up threatening [servants], knowing 
that both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no partiality with Him.” In other words, 
masters are to treat slaves in the same way that the slaves were to treat them, knowing that they too 
have a Master in heaven who sees all that they do. In his relationship to Christ, even the master is a 
slave.  

In sum, whatever role Christians find themselves in, they must live it out “in the Lord.”  

4:2–6 has two important functions.  

First, the life of the new humanity “in the Lord” is not something merely to be enjoyed for its 
own sake. The Colossian church has new responsibilities as well as privileges. Secondly, and in 
consequence, Paul is drawing the letter towards its appropriate close; having begun with 
thanksgiving for God’s world-wide work through the gospel (1:3–8), his thoughts turn again to 
that work and his part in it. But he does not thereby turn away from the Colossians. He claims 
them as partners, setting before them in general terms the tasks appropriate to them as a new 
community, in Christ and in Colossae (Wright, 155). 

4:2 Devote yourselves to prayer, keeping alert in it with an attitude of thanksgiving; 
4:3 praying at the same time for us as well, that God will open up to us a door for the word, so 
that we may speak forth the mystery of Christ, for which I have also been imprisoned;  
4:4 that I may make it clear in the way I ought to speak. 

Christians are to be people devoted to prayer. 

To devote oneself to prayer does not emphasize the intensity of Christian prayer, but that prayer should 
be habitual and done with perseverance. As Jesus said, we should always pray and not give up (Lk. 18:1). 
Such prayer is to be done with alertness (watchfulness) and thanksgiving. Watchfulness is often used of 
our anticipation of the return of Christ. In most cases, the believer is to watch his or her life in light of 
Christ’s return. 4:2 could mean that the believer is to be motivated in prayer by the strong expectation 
that Christ will return. However, in the context, it seems that we should be alert toward negligence and 
idleness. We should maintain an intenseness of mind, an application of thought, and fervency of 
devotion in all that we do. 
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A second attitude that should mark believers is thankfulness. Thankfulness has been a theme of Paul 
(1:12; 2:7; 3:15; 17). It is a normal element in true prayer but tends to be forgotten, especially under 
trial, and so needs special mention. 

From prayer in general, Paul moves to asking for prayer for himself (and his co-workers—Timothy and 
others) in verse 3. He specifically asks that God will open up a door (an opportunity) to speak the word.  

The content of “the word” that Paul wants to speak is “the mystery of Christ” (the gospel) that has been 
hidden in ages past but is now revealed to God’s people (1:24–2:5). In different letters Paul focuses on 
different aspects of this mystery. In Ephesians the mystery of the gospel is that the Gentiles have 
become full heirs of the promises of God (Eph. 3:6). In Colossians the mystery is “Christ in you” (1:27).  

Verse 3 closes with the reminder that he was imprisoned as he wrote.  This verse probably refers to 
Paul’s imprisonment in Rome described at the end of the book of Acts. Moo says,  

That account makes clear that Paul was held in loose custody, living in his own rented rooms 
while probably chained to his guard. It is because of “the mystery,” Paul says, that he is in 
chains. Paul, of course, was not officially arrested because he was proclaiming the mystery. But 
he ended up in Roman custody because he was seeking to advance the cause of the gospel, 
offering a sacrifice in the Temple to signal his continuing loyalty to the Jewish people (Acts 
21:26–36). Note especially how Tertullus, the spokesperson for the Jewish elders, puts the 
matter: “we have found this man to be a troublemaker, stirring up riots among the Jews all over 
the world. He is a ringleader of the Nazarene sect and even tried to desecrate the temple, so we 
seized him” (Acts 24:5–7). It’s Paul’s bold proclamation of Christ that stimulated such strong 
reactions, leading even to “riots,” among the Jews. But what is of greater relevance for this text 
is why Paul chose to bring up the matter of his imprisonment at this point in the letter. Probably 
he does so to illustrate the power of God in opening doors for the gospel even when humans 
conspire to close them. See especially 2 Timothy 2:9, where he says about the gospel: “for which 
I am suffering even to the point of being chained like a criminal. But God’s word is not chained.” 
(Moo, 324). 

4:5 Conduct yourselves with wisdom toward outsiders, making the most of the opportunity.  

4:6 Let your speech always be with grace, as though seasoned with salt, so that you will know 

how you should respond to each person. 

Although there is no formal connection to the verses that preceded, the logic is clear enough. Having 
asked for prayer for his own evangelistic efforts, his thoughts naturally turned to the evangelistic efforts 
of the Colossians.  

“Outsiders” are those outside the Christian community. Wisdom is needed to know how to act in 
different circumstances and as new people in Christ. As Moo says, wisdom is a “crucial intermediate 
stage between thought and action” (Moo, 327). In Colossians 1:9–10 Paul prayed, “that you may be 
filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so as to walk in a manner 
worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him: bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the 
knowledge of God.”  

“Making the most of the opportunity” is tied grammatically to the command to be wise toward 
outsiders. The verb ἐξαγοράζω (translated as “opportunity”) is formed from the preposition ἐκ (“out of”) 
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and the verb ἀγοράζω (to buy). It literally means “to buy out of” and is often translated as “redeem.” 
The idea here seems to mean that Christians are to “buy up” time (Moo, 328). That is, they are to take 
the time that has been given to them—the opportunities given to them in this life—and use them for 
spiritual purposes.  

In addition, Christians need to speak to unbelievers in the right manner (4:6). Their speech should be 

seasoned with grace, especially when sharing the gospel. 1 Peter 3:15 says to “sanctify Christ as Lord in 

your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the 

hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence.”  Paul expects the church, as Dunn says, “to hold 

its own in the social setting of marketplace, baths, and meal table and win attention by the 

attractiveness of its life and message” (Dunn, 267).  

It seems impossible not to trace a reference to Christ’s words in Mark 9:50: “Salt is good; but if the salt 

becomes unsalty, with what will you make it salty again? Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with 

one another.” In Colossians the meaning seems to be that our conversation should be seasoned with 

grace and spiritual wisdom in a way similar to that in which we put salt on our food. What we say should 

be wholesome and palatable. Whatever the topic is, the reality of our relationship with Christ should be 

spread throughout it in a way appropriate to the situation.  

The reason we need wisdom toward “outsiders” (4:5) is “so that you will know how you 

should respond to each person.”  We are to take advantage of every opportunity to share the gospel, 

sprinkling every conversation with grace and communicating a spiritual worldview. But we are to do so 

in a personal way—responding to each person as an individual.  

4:7 As to all my affairs, Tychicus, our beloved brother and faithful servant and fellow bond-

servant in the Lord, will bring you information.  

4:8 For I have sent him to you for this very purpose, that you may know about our 

circumstances and that he may encourage your hearts;  

4:9 and with him Onesimus, our faithful and beloved brother, who is one of your number. 

They will inform you about the whole situation here. 

 

Tychicus was Paul’s courier on this occasion, but he would also tell the church news about Paul— 

especially so he can encourage their hearts. 

 

Onesimus’ story is known in part by the book of Philemon. 

 

4:10 Aristarchus, my fellow prisoner, sends you his greetings; and also Barnabas’s cousin Mark 

(about whom you received instructions; if he comes to you, welcome him);  

4:11 and also Jesus who is called Justus; these are the only fellow workers for the kingdom of 

God who are from the circumcision, and they have proved to be an encouragement to me.  

4:12 Epaphras, who is one of your number, a bondslave of Jesus Christ, sends you his 

greetings, always laboring earnestly for you in his prayers, that you may stand perfect and 

fully assured in all the will of God.  

 

Epaphras (4:12) was the one who originally preached the gospel in Colossae (1:7–8). 
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4:13 For I testify for him that he has a deep concern for you and for those who are in Laodicea 

and Hierapolis.  

4:14 Luke, the beloved physician, sends you his greetings, and also Demas.  

4:15 Greet the brethren who are in Laodicea and also Nympha and the church that is in her 

house.  

 

4:16 When this letter is read among you, have it also read in the church of the Laodiceans; and 

you, for your part read my letter that is coming from Laodicea.  

4:17 Say to Archippus, “Take heed to the ministry which you have received in the Lord, that 

you may fulfill it.” 

4:18 I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand. Remember my imprisonment. Grace be 

with you. 

 

After this letter was read in Colossae it was to be read in Laodicea (4:16). It is clear from this that Paul 

intended that his letters be read out loud when the church was assembled and for it to carry the 

authority that was invested in him as an apostle. This no doubt contributed to the preservation of Paul’s 

letters and the eventual adoption of them as part of the New Testament canon. The letter written to 

Laodicea has not been preserved, although it was to be read in Colossae, as well.  


