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I hope that by now you have grown wise to the fact that while self-help books and 

programs may be helpful, they don’t ultimately transform your life because they 

don’t change your heart. Voting for moral and wise legislation is of great benefit and 

the moral responsibility of Christians in a democratic society, yet legislation cannot 

change a culture because it cannot change the hearts of men. The heart of man is 

only radically changed from darkness to light through a personal encounter with 

Jesus Christ that results in repentance of sin and faith Christ’s redeeming work. 

Colossians 3 is about working out that transformation in day to day life.  

 

Over the last several weeks we have been looking at Colossians 3 to deepen 

our understanding of what we are calling Gospel Community—living 

together in the grace and truth of the gospel in a way that reflects the beauty 

and power of Christ. So far in our study of Colossians 3, we have discovered 

3 essential keys:  

1) We must interpret all of life through a gospel lens--viewing all of 

life through our new position in Christ (vs. 1-4);  

2) We must put off the old self of sin since we have new life in 

Christ (vs. 5-9);  

3) We must put on the new self in Christ—living out the qualities of 

His life that was implanted in us when we became one with Him by 

faith.  

Colossians 3 is teaching us to war against sin and nurture our growth in 

Christ which radically impacts the way we live together in gospel 

community. Today we are going to discover that these truths are not only 

necessary for gospel community in the church, but also gospel community in 

the home.  

 

The health of the local church cannot rise above the health of the families 

that comprise it. The health of families (and therefore the health of the 

church) is determined by the exercise of Christ like love. Sometimes  we fail 

to see the overlap between the church and the home.  They are distinct 

institutions with distinct roles, and yet they are so essentially related to each 

other that they overlap much like being a father and a husband are distinct 

roles with significant overlap. The first and primary place to live out the new 

man (Christ-like characteristics of love) is in the home. The qualities that 

Paul as outlined for us in vs. 12-17 will certainly overflow into church life 

when they are put on in the home. (Illus: cologne) So this morning we are 

going to focus our attention on vs. 18 and following to discuss gospel 

community in the home—living together in the gospel in family life.  

 

Bottom line: We must live out our new identity/life in Christ in all 

relationships beginning with family life.  

 

The first thing that I want you to notice overall is that Paul does not just give 

general instructions to families. He gives them in the context of a specific 

design for roles within the family—husbands to wives; wives to husbands; 

children to parents; etc. Just as God has a design and order in creation so he 

has a design for order in the family and church. Our culture wants to blur the 

lines of uniqueness between men and women and their respective roles in 

family and church life, yet we best experience God’s blessing when we live 

within His design in the Spirit of Christ-like love.  

 

Paul begins by addressing wives in vs. 8: “Wives, be subject to your 

husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.” Vs. 18 is specifically addressing only 

wives. God never commands husbands to make sure that their wives submit 

to them. It is a wife’s responsibility before the Lord to voluntarily come 

under the leadership, safety and blessing of her husband’s growing godly 

character.  

 

I realize how very repulsive the idea of submission is in our general culture, 

and most certainly it has been abused. So let me clarify what Paul is not 

calling wives to here.  

 

� Submission is not inequality. Galatians 3:28 clarifies that men and 

women have equal standing in Christ: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, 

there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you 

are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are 

Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise.” 

God has made husbands and wives equal in personhood, value, and 

significance, and yet He has given them distinct roles in family life. 

It’s important for us to not confuse equality and role distinction. Just 

as parents and children are equal in personhood but have very 

distinct roles; just as govering authorities and citizens have equal 

personhood yet distinct roles; so husbands and wives have equality 

in personhood with distinct God-given roles. This is a reflection of 



God Himself in which each member of the Trinity has equality of 

personhood yet functions in unique roles.  

� Submission is not servitude or suppression. It is not a license for 

abuse—nothing could be further from the truth. A wife’s submission 

to her husband does not give him the right to order her to serve his 

selfish desires.  

 

Submission is the honorable, Christlike willingness of a wife to come 

under the loving authority of her husband in so much as his leadership 

does not cause her to sin against God. Vs. 18 says that for a wife to 

subject herself to her husband’s leadership is “fitting in the Lord.” Why 

is it fitting in the Lord? Because Christ subjected Himself to the authority 

of the Father. It is the way a wife expresses the honorable, selfless, 

Christ-like character of Jesus as displayed through the gospel 

(Gethsemane).  

 

If you have any remaining concerns about the Bible’s concept of submission 

in marriage, all you have to do is look at how God commands husbands to 

relate to their wives. In vs. 19 Paul says, “husbands love your wives and do 

not be embittered against them.” Paul gives further clarification in Eph 5 

when he commands husbands “to love their wives as Christ also loved the 

church and gave Himself up for her.” It should not be a risk for our wives to 

submit to us, husbands, when we are dying to our selfish interests and loving 

them with a sacrificial, servant-hearted love. Surprisingly, God’s command 

for us to love our wives gives us the responsibility of setting the pace of love 

in the home. I’m not talking about just loving sensitivity, which most of our 

wives have the edge on. I’m talking about the character of godly love. What 

does that look like? It looks like vs 12-13 that we looked at last week—

putting on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience, 

forbearance, and forgiveness toward our wives.  

 

Vs. 19 not only commands husbands to love their wives, but also warns them 

to guard their hearts against bitterness toward their wives. It’s easy to 

become embittered: 

� Just focus on her faults, weaknesses, and sins instead of God’s grace 

and you will nurture bitterness. 

� Give little or no attention to your sanctification in the midst of 

conflict and you are sure to grow bitter toward your spouse.  

The worst possible place for a wife is to live under a bitter husband.  

 

So how do you combat bitterness in your marriage? First, recognize that 

bitterness grows in a vacuum. Where the qualities of Christ-like love in vs. 

12-14 are missing, bitterness has room to grow and it wars against the seeds 

of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience, forbearance, and 

forgiveness. But where these qualities are put into practice and nurtured, the 

weeds of bitterness are choked out.  

 

Bitterness is the prolonged punishment we heap on someone for not meeting 

our expectations. It comes from the heart of an enthroned self that proudly 

believes that other should serve him. That bitter self is only dethroned by the 

gospel which puts Christ, the ultimate Servant, on the throne of our lives to 

rebuilt our hearts with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience, 

forbearance, and forgiveness. These qualities are grace and love in action.  

 

Now in vs. 20, Paul addresses children: “…be obedient to your parents in all 

things, for this is well-pleasing to the Lord.” While verse 20 is addressed to 

children, we know from the wider context of Scripture that it is not just for 

children, but also for parents, because parents are instructed to discipline 

their children so that they will walk in proper obedience. Children will not 

obey their parents in all things and consequently be pleasing to the Lord, if 

parents do not discipline their children. There is a child-centeredness in our 

culture that is permeating our schools and homes and much of it stems from 

an addiction to self-esteem. I’m certainly not against a person having a 

healthy self-image, but when we believe that a person shouldn’t feel bad 

even when they do something wrong, we have a theological problem. I was 

reminded of this not too long ago when a teacher contacted a parent about a 

scuffle at school but was most concerned to tell the parent that in the midst of 

intervening, they did their best to not make the student feel bad—kids are 

hitting and shoving, but we did everything we could to not make them feel 

bad. I appreciate their sensitivity at one level, yet we can become overly 

sensitive to a child’s self-esteem to the detriment of their character, 

especially in parenting. I’m not saying its okay to be harsh, but I am saying 

that there is a place for loving discipline that helps a child understand that 



sinful choices are hurtful and bring sorrow. By the way, if you have a child 

who is unduly discouraged with himself, the answer is not to merely prop up 

his self-esteem by making his emotions central, but rather teaching your 

child what his identity is through the gospel so that God can be central in His 

life.  

 

That answer to child-centeredness is not parent-centeredness which only 

reinforces pride and selfishness. The answer is God-centered parenting.  

� Child-centeredness serves the child’s agenda with little or mild 

consequences for disobedience.  

� Parent-centeredness serves the parent’s agenda—do what I say, 

because I said so—period! 

� God-centered parenting says, “God has given me the responsibility 

to raise you in the ways of the Lord, therefore I must discipline you 

so that you will learn to honor God and experience His blessing. The 

good news is that Jesus went to the cross to pay for the very sin you 

are being disciplined for, so you can be forgiven.”
1
  

 

So parents, we must help our children obey vs. 20 through loving discipline 

that keeps God central, buildings their character, and opens the door for the 

gospel to engage their hearts. This discipline must be consistent, so that they 

will learn to obey “in all things” and consequently learn to obey God in all 

things.  

Don’t miss the last phrase: “this is well-pleasing to the Lord.”  

� The goal is not for the child to please self. 

� The goal is not for the child to merely please their parents.  

� The goal is for the child to please the Lord and experience His favor 

and blessing through an obedient and honorable life that is centered 

on God and grounded in the hope of the gospel.  

 

Again with remarkable balance, vs. 21 proceeds to address fathers, who are 

primarily responsible for the discipline of their children: “Fathers, do not 

exasperate your children so that they will not lose heart.” In other words, 
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don’t provoke your child to discouragement. There are perhaps a thousand 

ways we could provoke our children. But let me just suggest a few:  

� Failing to have our own hope rooted in God. If the goal is for 

children to have hope-filled lives, then we need to model hope-filled 

lives that are confidently trusting in the Lord as the source of our joy.  

� Failure to discipline our children. Children who lack discipline will 

not learn to walk in the ways or righteousness and will grow 

discouraged, walking outside of God’s blessing.  

Prov 13:24—“He who spares his rod hates his son, But he who 

loves him disciplines him diligently.” 

Prov 19:18—“Discipline your son while there is hope, And do 

not desire his death.” 

� Disciplining our children in an overly harsh, impulsive, erratic or 

inconsistent way. “Unpredictable, impulsive, hostile discipline makes 

children fearful, bitter, deceitful, and discouraged. On the other hand, 

when discipline is controlled, and appropriate, and consistent and 

based on clear rules and principles of justice in the home, an 

atmosphere is created where children flourish in freedom.
2
  

 

The goal is discipline that is motivated by love, builds godly character, and 

grounds our child’s hope in the gospel. This kind of discipline comes from a 

parent that is growing in the new man, putting on compassion, kindness, 

humility, gentleness, patience, forbearance, and forgiveness.  

 

[EARLY CUT] 

What I want you to see is that the new man in Christ not only radically 

changes the way we relate in church life, but also in our homes, and in the 

ancient home those relationships included slaves and masters. [vs. 22—4:1] 

 

Perhaps the closest thing that we can apply these verses to in our culture is 

employer-employee relationships. What difference the gospel make in how 

you approach your labor? Is your new life in Christ evident by the way you 

go about your work and how you relate to those you work with—especially 

those your report to? 
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Servants are called to serve their masters with obedience that is from the 

heart—not just to please their earthly master, but as working for the Lord 

Himself. You may not like your job and you may not like your boss, but you 

can put your whole heart into serving with integrity and excellence because 

your identity is not in your job but in Christ—He determines what your 

attitude must be—not your job.  

 

Paul then gives two reasons to make Christ our motivation at work (vs. 24-

25): First, our ultimate reward and inheritance comes from the Lord—

because we belong to Him, we serve Him in all things. Second, disobedience 

will be met with discipline from the Lord because we must ultimately give an 

account to Him.  

 

But what about masters? What about those of you who have people working 

under your supervision? Paul goes on in 4:1 to say, “Masters, grant your 

slaves justice and fairness, knowing that you too have a Master in heaven.” 

In other words, your conduct toward those under your care should reflect the 

God you serve. They should be blessed to work under you because of your 

Christ-like character and conduct, as you remember your own accountability 

to God.  

 

How our witness at work and in our own homes will flourish when we put on 

the new man of love with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, 

patience, forbearance, and forgiveness.  The gospel is meant to not only 

transform your relationship with God and your relationships it the church, 

but also transform your home and your witness in all spheres of life.  

 

As you look at these commandments for family and work life and the 

characteristics of Christ-like love that give them the right spirit, they can only 

be empowered by the Holy Spirit who implants the life of Christ in us, 

changing our core disposition into a new man. None of the virtues that these 

commands require come to us naturally:  

� submission;  

� sacrificial love (dying to self);  

� obedience;  

� patient, intentional discipline in parenting;  

� serving bosses;  

� humbly leading others.  

Yet all of these things are true of Christ:  

� He served His Father with perfect, glad-hearted, submission;  

� He displayed perfect, selfless, sacrificial love toward us through the 

cross;  

� He walked in perfect obedience to His heavenly Father;  

� He disciplines us with patience love and pure righteousness;  

� He was the ultimate servant—even to those who didn’t deserve it;  

� He leads us humbly—“take My yoke upon you…for I am gentle and 

humble in heart…My yoke is easy and My burden is light” (Matt 

11:28-30).  

All of these virtues and all the qualities of Christ-like love are planted in us 

and can be nourished and grown when Christ is in us.  

 

So the bottom line of this message is not to try harder to be a better person. It 

is to know Christ and to yield to His Spirit who lives in those who have 

received Him into their lives.  

 

 

 

 

 


