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Believers often have a way to go in treating homosexual men and women as human beings 
to be afforded basic rights—people for whom Yeshua was sacrificed (2:14) and who the 
Father values and loves greatly. But, their non-Biblical lifestyle should very much prohibit 
them from serving in the leadership of today’s ekklēsia. They deserve to be shown the love of 
the Messiah, but their lifestyle is not something that is approved of in the Scriptures.53 

Contrary to the false teachers of Colossae, who were desiring ecstatic, ethereal trances 
of another dimension, the power of Yeshua has the awesome capacity to change people 
while on Earth. Moo observes how “in opposition to a tendency among the false teachers to 
exclusivity,” the Apostle Paul stresses “that the new humanity is inclusive of every nation 
and every social class.”54 This is because “Christ is all that matters for Christ lives in all” 
(Phillips New Testament). Yeshua is to be everywhere within every Believer, and so it is 
incumbent upon fellow brothers and sisters to recognize the Lord Yeshua in one another, 
the One who reigns supreme (cf. 1 Corinthians 15:28). Dunn has some excellent thoughts 
that each of us may have to consider: 

“[I]t is precisely [this] thought of Christ in a cosmic role, as embodying the creative 
power and rationality by which God created and sustains the cosmos...Anyone who 
recognizes God in Christ to that extent will find such human distinctions and boundaries 
relatively trivial and unimportant.”55 
 

 
12 So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; 13 bearing with one 
another, and forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against anyone; just 
as the Lord forgave you, so also should you. 
 
3:12 The grand spiritual renewal, which knows no ethnic or cultural boundaries, that 

Yeshua can enact within a person—manifests itself in concrete attitudes of holiness and 
appropriate conduct. Paul instructs the Colossians, “Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy 
and beloved, compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness, and patience” (RSV). This would 
have had an important rhetorical effect for people in Asia Minor, as Witherington indicates, 
“The three synonyms piled up together at the outside—the elect, the holy ones, the 
beloved—are again an Asiatic trait.”56 Not to be overlooked at all is how in describing born 
again Believers, Paul appropriates language that is used in the Tanach to originally describe 
Israel. Simply consider what is summarized of Ancient Israel in Deuteronomy 7:6-8: 

“For you are a holy people to the LORD your God; the LORD your God has chosen you to 
be a people for His own possession out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth. 

 
53 Consult the relevant parts of Men and Women in the Body of Messiah: Answering Crucial Questions (2018). 
54 Moo, pp 272-273. 
55 Dunn, 227. 
56 Witherington, 179. 
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The LORD did not set His love on you nor choose you because you were more in number than 
any of the peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples, but because the LORD loved you 
and kept the oath which He swore to your forefathers, the LORD brought you out by a mighty 
hand and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt.” 

Dunn validly observes, “the idea of a people ‘chosen by God’ was wholly and 
exclusively Jewish, a fundamental feature of Israel’s self-perception...More clearly than 
anywhere else in Colossians it is evident that the Gentile recipients of the letter were being 
invited to consider themselves full participants in the people and heritage of Israel.”57 To 
certainly be considered would be how the Colossians would relate to Deuteronomy 4:37: 
“Because He loved your fathers, therefore He chose their descendants after them. And He 
personally brought you from Egypt by His great power.” Such embedded references to 
Israel, in describing groups of largely non-Jewish Believers, is not at all uncommon to Paul 
(cf. Romans 1:7). It is also seen in the Apostle Peter’s writing: 

“But you are A CHOSEN RACE, A royal PRIESTHOOD, A HOLY NATION, A PEOPLE FOR God's OWN 
POSSESSION, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of 
darkness into His marvelous light; for you were NOT A PEOPLE, but now you are THE PEOPLE OF 
GOD; you had NOT RECEIVED MERCY, but now you have RECEIVED MERCY” (1 Peter 2:9-10; cf. 
Deuteronomy 7:6; 10:15; Exodus 19:6; Isaiah 61:6; 43:21; Deuteronomy 4:20; 14:2; Hosea 
2:23).58 

In O’Brien’s estimation, what we see in v. 12 describing Believers—and the ekklēsia as 
Israel—is also important because they serve to identify Yeshua the Messiah. He comments, 
“These descriptions are important not only because they were used of Israel as God’s own 
possession...but also since they are designated of Christ thereby underlining the point of 
their similarity in a chosen context where they are encouraged to put on his graces.”59 
Yeshua Himself is chosen (1 Peter 2:4, 6), is the Holy One (John 6:69; Acts 4:27, 30), and is 
supremely loved (Matthew 3:17; Ephesians 1:6). Similar to how the Colossians are to put on 
the godly traits listed in v. 12, Paul previously wrote the Romans, “put on the Lord Yeshua 
the Messiah, and make no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts” (Romans 13:14). Also 
not to be overlooked is the reason for God’s choosing Israel: “He chose us in Him before the 
foundation of the world, that we would be holy and blameless before Him” (Ephesians 1:4). 

We can definitely see commonality between Colossians 3:12, Paul’s prior writing of the 
fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23, and his paralleling comments in Ephesians 4:2: 

 

 
57 Dunn, pp 227-228. 
Do note Wright’s conclusions of a replacement theology spoken of here: “As God’s new humanity (3:10) the 

church is God’s true Israel, to whom have been transferred the epithets which formerly belonged to Israel in the 
flesh” (Wright, 141). In recognizing that the ekklēsia is not an entity distinct and apart from Israel, he goes too far 
in suggesting that the ekklēsia has supplanted physical promises originally given to Israel. 

58 Cf. Dunnam, 376. 
59 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 197. 



COLOSSIANS 3 

- 135 - 

GALATIANS 5:22-23 COLOSSIANS 3:12 EPHESIANS 4:2 
 
But the fruit of the Spirit 
is love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control; 
against such things there 
is no law. 
 

 
So, as those who have 
been chosen of God, holy 
and beloved, put on a 
heart of compassion, 
kindness, humility, 
gentleness and patience; 
 

 
with all humility and 
gentleness, with patience, 
showing tolerance for one 
another in love, 

 
The emphasis on “chosenness” is by no means a being chosen simply for the sake of 

being “special”; Believers are chosen of God to live proper, upstanding lives that reflect the 
righteousness of their King. This does notably include tapeinophrosunē or “humility,” but of 
a much different kind than what was advocated by the Colossian errorists (2:23). Instead, 
this humility is to be a considerable trait adhered to by those whose “life is hidden with 
Messiah in God” (v. 3). 

3:13 In putting on the proper traits, becoming of those chosen of God, the Colossians 
are to be “bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint 
against anyone; just as the Lord forgave you, so also should you.” This attitude of forgiving 
is certainly true of those inside the community of Believers, but also stands true toward 
outsiders causing harm, such as the false teachers. They are to be forgiven for the problems 
they have wreaked, and if possible, brought to a point of repentance from their false 
doctrines, and reconciled with the community. Unfortunately, though, in both the First 
Century and today, false teachers frequently do not repudiate their false teachings in order 
to actually be reconciled and brought back into good standing. 

Paul’s parallel letter will expand upon v. 13 further, extending forgiveness to the need 
to tolerate people, presumably on doctrinal non-essentials: 

“Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the 
calling with which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, 
showing tolerance for one another in love...Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, 
forgiving each other, just as God in Messiah also has forgiven you” (Ephesians 4:1-2, 32; 
doctrinal essentials: 4:1-6). 
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14 Beyond all these things put on love, which is the perfect bond of unity. 15 Let 
the peace of Messiah rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one 
body; and be thankful. 16 Let the word of Messiah richly dwell within you, with 
all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another with psalms and hymns and 
spiritual songs, singing with thankfulness in your hearts to God. 17 Whatever you 
do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Yeshua, giving thanks through 
Him to God the Father. 
 
3:14 The virtues that have just been listed (vs. 12-13), are now given practical 

application. Important to recognize is that as critical as they all are, Paul is clear to say, “And 
over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity” (NIV). 
Love is placed as the most preeminent of the godly traits that Believers are to demonstrate, 
which among contemporary Jewish lists is notably not given as such a high status. In the 
DSS, we see some appropriate virtues that people of God are to have, but with love or 
compassion not given the top billing: 

“This spirit engenders humility, patience, abundant compassion, perpetual goodness, 
insight, understanding, and powerful wisdom resonating to each of God’s deeds, sustained 
by His constant faithfulness” (1QS 4.3-4).60 

Also not to be overlooked is how Plato thought that law is what bound a city or society 
together (Laws 921c).61 

In Paul’s estimation, as important as God’s Torah may be, love was to be the common 
denominator that upheld what its true intention was, and what God’s people are to be 
focused around first: 

 
“For this, ‘YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY, YOU SHALL NOT MURDER, YOU SHALL NOT STEAL, 
YOU SHALL NOT COVET,’ and if there is any other commandment, it is summed up in this 
saying, ‘YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.’ Love does no wrong to a neighbor; 
therefore love is the fulfillment of the law” (Romans 13:9-10). 
 
“But now faith, hope, love, abide these three; but the greatest of these is love” (1 
Corinthians 13:13). 
 
In the application of the supremacy of love, we can also consider connections to 

Yeshua’s parable of the unforgiving servant, where those who fail to forgive are not shown 
any mercy from the Heavenly Father (Matthew 18:23-25). 

3:15 If love is able to reign supreme in the hearts of the Colossians, then they will be 
able to have peace. Paul instructs, “and let the shalom which comes from the Messiah be 
your heart's decision-maker, for this is why you were called to be part of a single Body” 
(CJB). This is also seen in his parallel teaching in Ephesians 2:14, where Paul asserts, “For He 

 
60 Wise, Abegg, and Cook, 130. 
61 Plato: The Laws, trans. Trevor J. Saunders (London: Penguin Books, 1970), 420. 
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Himself [Yeshua] is our peace.” Peace or eirēnē is by no means to be understood just in its 
classical context, but most specifically in its Hebraic context of shalom. This speaks of not 
only absence of war, but total peace, harmony, tranquility, and wholeness62—something 
fully promised to God’s people in the future eschaton—yet something to be partaken of now 
in their lives on sinful Earth (Isaiah 9:6-7; 54:10; Ezekiel 34:25-31; 37:26; Micah 5:4; Haggai 
2:9; Zechariah 8:12). Paul would write the Philippians that “the peace of God, which 
surpasses all comprehension, will guard your hearts and your minds in Messiah Yeshua” 
(Philippians 4:7), a present reality to be experienced. This is the peace that Yeshua promised 
to leave with His followers: “Peace I leave with you; My peace I give to you; not as the world 
gives do I give to you. Do not let your heart be troubled, nor let it be fearful” (John 14:27). 

Most significantly, the peace of the Messiah is a Heavenly peace (vs. 1-2), and it will 
enable God’s people to settle any disputes that they have among themselves as they love one 
another (cf. 1 Corinthians 13:5). 

3:16 Similar to how peace is to rule, so also does Paul instruct the Colossians, “Let the 
word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; and with 
gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God” (NRSV). The “word 
of Messiah” is likely a reference to either the gospel, or Yeshua’s teachings, considered by 
the TNIV to be “the message of Christ.” 

There could very easily be a connection intended between v. 16 and the hymn that Paul 
used previously in 1:15-20, detailing what Yeshua has accomplished. Paul says, “Let the 
message of Christ continue to live in you in all its wealth of wisdom” (Williams New 
Testament), the clause en pasē sophia or “in all wisdom” being a deliberate subversion of the 
false teachers’ philosophy. This wisdom is only brought by the word of the Messiah, or the 
gospel. Furthermore, this message involves didaskontes kai nouthetountes or “teaching and 
admonishing” (NASU). Teaching regards positive instruction, whereas admonishing often 
involves negative warnings.63 

As “the word of Messiah” dwells in the hearts of God’s people, it will be evident by their 
character of worship. We see a wide array of worship techniques referred to by Paul in v. 16, 
including: psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. Too many people today, perhaps because of 
extreme influences from the charismatic movement, often think that non-spontaneous 
worship is not spiritual (or even worse, non-spontaneous preaching), yet it is clear simply 
from v. 16, that formal styles of worship are to play a primary role to more spontaneous 
styles. 

Today’s Messianic Believers need to be quite consciously aware of how the First 
Century Messianic movement directly inherited a rich liturgical tradition from the Jewish 
Synagogue. In Romans 9:4, Paul observed that to his Jewish people “belongs the adoption as 
sons, and the glory and the covenants and the giving of the Law and the temple service,” 

 
62 G. Lloyd Carr, “shālôm,” in R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer, Jr., and Bruce K. Waltke, eds., Theological 

Wordbook of the Old Testament (Chicago: Moody Press, 1980), 2:931. 
63 Moo, 289. 
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with latreia being of notable importance. The early Believers certainly employed many of 
the Psalms from the Tanach in their worship to God, but they were equally quite adept at 
producing their own songs and hymns. Many of the early hymns of the First Century 
Believers expressed key doctrinal confessions about Yeshua, such as Colossians 1:15-20, and 
also Philippians 2:6-11 and 1 Timothy 3:16. 

Our worship today need not be exclusively liturgical, or exclusively cater to the needs 
of spontaneity. Messianic assemblies and congregations should seek a fair medium, where 
the three groups of psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs all play an important role—
ministering to all people, yet people who may have some unique and different needs.64 

3:17 Worshipping the Lord is notably something that is not to end in corporate meeting 
times, but extends to how a person functions throughout the normal work week. Paul tells 
the Colossians, “and all, whatever ye may do in word or in work, do all things in the name of 
the Lord Jesus—giving thanks to the God and Father, through him” (YLT). All things 
considered pertain directly en logō ē en ergō, “in word or in work” (YLT/LITV). It could be 
argued that “in word” is a connection back to “the word of Messiah” (v. 16), although much 
more likely “in word or in work” regards “whatever you do or say” (NLT). 

There are some important Jewish parallels to be considered with v. 17, indicating that 
Paul is only appropriating concepts in which he had been originally trained, and is now 
placing a life in Yeshua the Messiah as the prime focus. Sirach 47:8, describing King David, 
says, “In all that he did he gave thanks to the Holy One, the Most High, with ascriptions of 
glory; he sang praise with all his heart, and he loved his Maker.” An admonition seen in the 
Mishnah explains, “may everything you do be for the sake of Heaven” (m.Avot 2:12).65 

One can easily see that for a transformed Believer, for whom Messiah is his or her life 
(v. 4), that good works are required to be evident. The gospel is to enable someone to live 
differently, motivated by love, where peace can reign and where all things are focused 
around living like the Lord. Knowing this, however, does not stop some theologians from 
extrapolating faulty conclusions from Paul. Consider what Bruce says: 

“The NT does not contain a detailed code of rules for the Christian. Codes of rules, as 
Paul explains elsewhere, are suited to the period of immaturity when the children of God 
are still under guardians; but children who have come to years of responsibility know their 
father’s will without having to be provided with a long list of ‘Do’s’ and ‘Don’t’s’.”66 

The text referenced to support this is Galatians 3:23-4:7, which is often read through a 
lens of the Torah only being a temporary measure for the Jewish people, until the Messiah 
came. It is often not read from the perspective of the Torah playing a role in revealing the 
need for an individual’s salvation—not only for Paul’s Jewish people but also for his non-

 
64 The topic of the proper order of service is explored in the Messianic Sabbath Helper by Messianic 

Apologetics. 
65 Neusner, Mishnah, 677. 
66 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 160. 
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Jewish Galatian audience, given his Torah-based preaching in Galatia (Acts 13:13-14:28).67 
This would be true of those in Paul’s day, and those in our day as well, as God’s Torah is to 
still define what is and what is not sin (Romans 3:20b), and why we need a Divine Savior. 
Bruce’s comments, unfortunately, in dismissing all rules as for a previous time, place 
himself in a very vulnerable position. He observes, “The Christian...when confronted with a 
moral issue, may not find any explicit word of Christ relating to its particular details.”68 Any 
and all rules, at least from this vantage point, are now for Believers only to be replaced with 
the work of the Holy Spirit. 

None of us should at all disagree with the fact that our sensitivities need to be inclined 
toward the leading of the Spirit, and focused around the will of Yeshua’s love. But with such 
an infilling of the Spirit, what role do the Holy Scriptures play? What is to be our definite 
standard by which we gauge the leadings of the Spirit? Is the Tanach or Old Testament 
simply to be left aside when complicated moral issues are to be debated? What about the 
Torah or the Law of Moses? Was it entirely for an old order, even though Yeshua said that 
the works of His followers are directly tied to His fulfilling the Law (Matthew 5:16-17)? I 
would be negligent not to remind you that just as non-spontaneous worship should not be 
disregarded, so are Yeshua’s followers not to disregard the definite standards of holiness 
and righteousness laid forth in the Scriptures—beginning with the Torah and Tanach. 

We will encounter issues in life that the Holy Scriptures do not address, either the 
Tanach or Apostolic Writings. Even extra-Biblical Jewish and Christian works may fail to 
address them. This is why being in tune with the character of God contained in the Scriptures 
is so crucial. The Holy Spirit present within us is to give us true wisdom and discernment 
when we do not have definite answers for modern-day questions. This will be a wisdom and 
discernment in alignment with the ethos of God’s Word, even if the Word does not address 
the issue directly or indirectly, and extra-Biblical tradition may be silent. 

How can Believers adequately perform what they say or what they do? They must 
invoke the approval of God. Specifically, Paul tells the Colossians that this is to be en onomati 
Kuriou Iēsou, “in the name of the Lord Yeshua.” We should be steadfastly reminded how the 
term “name” (Heb. shem; Grk. onoma) throughout the Scriptures often relates to one’s 
authority or repute,69 and not principally the pronunciation or spelling of something. What 
is significant to note in v. 17, is that the Colossians’ devotion is to be focused around the Lord 
Yeshua. How one serves God, the Father, is accomplished through Yeshua, His Son, with 
the Son integrated directly into the Divine Identity. For the Apostle Paul, a life of faith is 
considered to be a life of worship, something emphasized both in v. 17 and in Romans 12:1-2: 

“Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living 
and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. And do not 

 
67 This is examined more fully in the author’s commentary Galatians for the Practical Messianic. 
68 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 160. 
69 Consult Walter C. Kaiser, “shem,” in TWOT, 2:934-935; and H. Bietenhard, “ónoma,” in TDNT, pp 694-700. 
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be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you 
may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.” 

To do something through the name of the Lord is spoken affluently throughout the 
Tanach. In Genesis 12:8, it is recorded that Abraham “built an altar to the LORD and called 
upon the name of the LORD.” In Micah 4:5, it is asserted that Israel is a people who “walk in 
the name of the LORD our God forever and ever,” meaning that they are devoted to Him and 
to His ways. Richard Bauckham considers passages like Colossians 3:17 to play a role in 
“Paul’s christological interpretation of scriptural passages about YHWH, taking the name 
YHWH (kurios in LXX) to refer to Jesus Christ.”70 These are places where Yeshua the 
Messiah directly takes the identity of His Father, YHWH or the LORD, and is served, 
worshipped, or obeyed as the LORD (often, but not always, connected to some Tanach 
intertextuality).71 This goes well beyond the title Kurios simply alluding to Yeshua as some 
kind of “Master” or authority figure, but how He is integrated into the Being of the Lord God 
of Israel, in an effort to recognize the LORD as the One True God and no other. The reference 
we see to “in the name of the Lord...” in Colossians 3:17, referring to Yeshua, is thus to be 
understood as being no different to b’shem-ADONAI in the Tanach. Moo concurs, 

“[This] is, then, another (less direct) sign of the high Christology of this letter (and of 
the New Testament in general) that the ‘LORD’ is now identified with Jesus Christ. The 
phrase ‘in the name of the Lord’ takes on a wide variety of nuances, but often the focus is on 
the nature or character of the Lord. To do all things ‘in the name of the Lord Jesus,’ then, 
does not simply mean to utter Jesus’ name but to act always in concert with the nature and 
character of our Lord.”72 

Dunn, who holds to the lowest Christology of the commentators we have been 
consulting in our study, even has to note the closeness of the Lord Yeshua to YHWH. He 
validly observes how this means, “Not that Jesus is thought to have taken over, far less 
usurped, the role of Yahweh...rather...God has shared his sovereign role with Christ.”73 I do 
not think anyone holding to a high Christology of Yeshua being the Lord God actually 
believes that Yeshua takes over, or even usurps, His Father’s role. Rather, we see devotion 
for life by people—again, something Paul considers to be “worship”—focused around 
Yeshua, and through Yeshua it is directed to God the Father. Something done in the name of 
the Lord Yeshua is done as though it is b’shem-ADONAI. It is difficult to overlook how Yeshua 
is identified as a part of the Godhead here, with Yeshua being recognized as “Lord” and the 
Father as “God.” 
 

 

 
70 Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the God of Israel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 186. 
71 Cf. Bauckham’s detailed list in Ibid., pp 186-188. 
72 Moo, 291. 
73 Dunn, 240. 
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18 Wives, be subject to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. 19 Husbands, love 
your wives and do not be embittered against them. 
 
3:18-4:1 A significant part of the instruction that the Apostle Paul delivers to the 

Colossians concerns the proper ordering of a household of Believers (Ger. Haustafel), 
something paralleled by the more expansive instruction he gives in his parallel letter in 
Ephesians 5:21-6:9.74 In reading how this is addressed to husbands, wives, children, and 
slaves, we must be reminded of how these words were originally delivered to an ancient 
First Century Mediterranean cultural context, where homes were frequently made up of 
more than just parents and children, and where males often had unchallenged authority. It 
is specifically the position of the male in ancient times that has come under close scrutiny in 
recent years by interpreters. Most significant to remember, particularly as it concerned the 
First Century Messianic movement, is that due to the high position of males, religious 
groups that attracted large numbers of women and slaves—precisely what the ekklēsia did—
were often treated with great suspicion. The same negative and distasteful social prejudices, 
that the Greeks and Romans had shown toward the Jewish Synagogue, were also directed 
toward those who believed in the Jewish Messiah. The Roman historian Tacitus’ words are 
worth reviewing, especially as it regarded ancient proselytes: 

“Whatever their origin, these observances are sanctioned by their antiquity. The other 
practices of the Jews are sinister and revolting, and have entrenched themselves by their 
very wickedness. Wretches of the most abandoned kind who had no use for the religion of 
their fathers took to contributing dues and free-will offerings to swell the Jewish exchequer; 
and other reasons for their increasing wealth may be found in their stubborn loyalty and 
ready benevolence towards brother Jews. But the rest of the world they confront with the 
hatred reserved for enemies...Proselytes to Jewry adopt the same practices, and the very 
first lesson they learn is to despise the gods, shed all feelings of patriotism, and consider 
parents, children and brothers as readily expendable” (The Histories 5.5).75 

Scholars often consider Colossians 3:18-4:1 to compose the oldest list of household rules 
in the Apostolic Scriptures. Any instruction delivered by Paul to the Colossians about the 
home was going to have to be carefully delivered, because the First Century Messianic 
movement was not intended to spur on massive social upheavals and revolution. It was, 
rather, to emphasize the great spiritual transformation that is to take place via the gospel, 
often changing institutional strongholds from within. The series of instructions that we see 
here, needs to be considered against both the Jewish and Greco-Roman social norms of the 
day (as probably best seen in Aristotle, which had influenced Diaspora Judaism),76 and how 
much of what is said is subversive, but not too radically subversive to what was commonly 
practiced. The changes that are advocated by this code, to the existing one practiced in 

 
74 For other similar codes in the Apostolic Scriptures, see 1 Peter 2:13-3:12; Titus 2:1-10. 
75 Cornelius Tacitus: The Histories, trans. Kenneth Wellesley (London: Penguin Books, 1992), pp 273-274. 
76 Aristotle: Politics, trans. Ernest Barker (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp 12-17. 
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many Mediterranean homes, would not have fomented fierce government hostility. 
Dunnam summarizes his view: 

“Paul has often been criticized as being down on women. The truth is, he presented a 
radically new view of marriage and family which elevated women and children to a hitherto 
unthinkable level of equality. The Hebrew and Greek understanding of marriage reduced 
women to ‘things’ to be used and enjoyed, not loved and cherished. Women were seen as 
totally subservient to men, not only in society but in the home. It was a man’s world in every 
way.”77 

The Apostle Paul’s teachings include a very high emphasis on a mutual submission 
required by all people who compose the community of faith—and most especially people 
who compose a home where Yeshua is recognized as Lord. The ethical side of “Whatever you 
do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Yeshua” (v. 17a), means that one’s conduct 
is to be guided by His example of service toward others, even death if need be (John 15:13). 
Too often overlooked for these codes is Paul’s instruction, “be subject to one another in the 
fear of Messiah” (Ephesians 5:21)—as mutual submission is to be the overriding rubric for 
submission that is to take place within marriage, between parents and children, and 
between whatever other people compose the household. Bruce’s thought is, 

“That [ancient] structure, hierarchical as it was, was left unaltered, apart from the 
introduction of the new principle, ‘as is fitting in the Lord’—which indeed was to be more 
revolutionary in its effect than was generally foreseen in the first Christian century.”78 

Strict interpreters of Colossians would insist that the exact same structures which 
were in place in the First Century Mediterranean world, also need to be observed today. 
Most interpreters, though, would propose much more caution in that we must first 
interpret the code of Colossians 3:18-4:1 for its ancient audience. Dunn proposes, “we 
need to recall how much they were conditioned and adapted to the situation of the times. 
They are not timeless rules...and can no more be transferred directly to the different 
circumstances of today,”79 perhaps going to the other side of the spectrum in largely 
ignoring them as having any bearing on our times. A better approach, navigating the 
various extremes, would simply be to emphasize what these rules meant to the First 
Century recipients of Colossians, and then recognize the future intentions they had for 
Believers. No one today honestly argues that Paul endorsed the practice of slavery. Yet it 
was a social reality in the First Century that the ancient Believers had to contend with. 

Also not to be forgotten is the role that the household code of 3:18-4:1 played in 
confronting the false teaching circulating in Colossae. It may be that in the philosophy of the 
false teachers, there was such a high individualistic dynamic, that there was a severe danger 
to families. In inserting this code, the Apostle Paul would place the main spiritual locus for 
people within the household, where familiar groups of Believers encountering one another 

 
77 Dunnam, 386. 
78 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 163. 
79 Dunn, 246. 
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every day would have to be bonded together in the Messiah’s love.80 In O’Brien’s estimation, 
“Wives, children and slaves are addressed equally with their husbands, fathers and masters. 
They too are ethically responsible partners who are expected to do ‘what is fitting in the 
Lord’ just as the male, the father and the free man.”81 

3:18 Paul’s instruction to the household of Believers is first directed to wives: “Wives, 
be subject to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.” Take important notice of how wives 
are addressed here, and not single women. Likewise, both the wife and the husband are 
assumed to be Believers in Yeshua, as some kind of mixed marriage between a Believer and 
a pagan is not addressed. Wives are by no means treated as inferior to their husbands, but 
the role of a godly wife is to submit to the husband “as is appropriate in the Lord” (CJB). The 
verb hupotassesthe is a present passive participle, indicating that via the wife knowing the 
Lord and being led by the Spirit, she will naturally submit to her husband. This kind of 
submission is by no means to be a forced action. O’Brien observes how, 

“The exhortation...is balanced with the instruction to husbands to love their wives: the 
admonition is an appeal to free and responsible agents that can only be heeded voluntarily, 
never by the elimination or breaking of the human will, much less by means of a servile 
submissiveness.”82 

Christian complementarian views today, of the husband being somewhat of a 
superior to his wife, are actually not that extreme. (They probably do not go far enough for 
some of today’s Messianic men and congregational leaders.) The husband is only slightly 
above his wife in the hierarchy, as Norman Geisler describes, “If he may be thought of as the 
‘president,’ she is the ‘vice-president.’”83 Curtis Vaughan further says, the “main thought is 
that the wife is to defer to, that is, be willing to take second place to, her husband. Yet we 
should never interpret this as if it implies that the husband may be a domestic despot, ruling 
his family with a rod of iron. It does imply, however, that the husband has an authority the 
wife must forgo exercising.”84 

Challenges erupt when it is thought that complementarians advocate that wives are to 
submit to their husbands, so far that if their husbands tell them to do something immoral or 
illegal, that the Scriptures bid them to follow their husbands in spite of the error. This goes 
against the emphasis of remembering that how wives are to submit is reflective of the 
character of the Lord Yeshua. As The Message renders v. 18, “Wives, understand and 
support your husbands by submitting to them in ways that honor the Master.” Moo, a 
complementarian, makes the following valid conclusions: 

“[S]ubmission to any human is always conditioned by the ultimate submission that 
each believer owes to God: in any hierarchy we can imagine, God stands at the ‘top of the 

 
80 Cf. Witherington, pp 186-187. 
81 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 220. 
82 Ibid., 222. 
83 Geisler, in BKCNT, 683. 
84 Vaughan, in EXP, 11:218. 
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chart.’ This means, then, that a wife will sometimes have to disobey a husband (even a 
Christian one) if that husband commands her to do something contrary to God’s will.”85 

An egalitarian view of v. 18, which I advocate, is going to more directly emphasize 
that a wife’s willful submission to her husband is something that is to be guided exclusively 
by the clause hōs anēken en Kuriō, “as is fitting in the Lord.” The wife is certainly free to 
disobey her husband’s wishes if they are contrary to the will of God. Yet the wife is to also 
honor and respect her husband, especially as he will be bigger and stronger than she, and 
will have the significant responsibility with such strength to make sure that the family is 
protected and that all are safe and secure. Wright comments how “The wife must forgo the 
temptation to rule her husband’s life, using perhaps one of the many varieties of domestic 
blackmail; the husband must ensure that his love for his wife, like Christ’s love for his 
people, always puts her interests first.”86 

It is often overlooked that v. 18 does not include an injunction that wives are to obey 
their husbands, but simply submit to them as a reflection of the Lord within them. Children 
are actually told to obey (v. 20), an indicator on the differences of age. Also not to be 
overlooked is how women did play an important role in the leadership of the First Century 
ekklēsia, as in Paul’s closing remarks, he asks the Colossians to extend greetings to Nympha, 
a Laodicean woman who led a congregation in her home (4:15). 

3:19 Living via the character of the Lord Yeshua, and having just told believing wives to 
submit to their husbands, Paul instructs, “Husbands, love your wives and do not be 
embittered against them.” Entirely absent from this word is the admonition for husbands to 
rule their wives; instead they are to love their wives. A godly husband is to be guided by 
significant devotion and service to his wife. In Paul’s paralleling instruction, he asserts, “the 
husband is the head of the wife, as Messiah also is the head of the [assembly], He Himself 
being the Savior of the body” (Ephesians 5:23). Contrary to common opinion, kephalē relates 
more to the husband being the source of his wife, than as an authority over her, because 
recognizing that Eve came from Adam as her source or origin, the husband is required to 
treat his wife the same as he would treat his own body (Ephesians 5:28). 

These were seriously subversive words for a First Century social world where women 
were often treated no better than slaves.87 A review of the Book of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) in 
the Apocrypha easily reveals how Sirach always takes the side of the husband or father, and 
not the wife, in his philosophic diatribes (Sirach 25-26; 30:1-13; 42:14). Witherington 
compares how “While Ben Sira is trying to reinforce a patriarchal authority structure, Paul 
is not. Paul is, rather, trying to ameliorate the harm the existing structure does and can 
do.”88 

 
85 Moo, 301. 
86 Wright, 148. 
87 For a much further examination, consult the author’s remarks in his commentary Ephesians for the 

Practical Messianic. 
88 Witherington, 191. 
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Guided by Yeshua’s example, just as He died in serving His Body, so must if necessary 
the husband die for his wife. More likely to happen, though, is that a godly husband needs to 
be reminded not to willfully cause problems or ruptures between himself and his wife. He is 
to love his wife, and as it is commonly rendered, “do not be embittered against [her]” 
(NASU) or “never treat [her] harshly” (NRSV). The verb pikrainō can mean “to provoke” 
(TDNT).89 Absolutely forbidden for husbands is thinking that they can harshly dominate 
their wives. And also forbidden for husbands is thinking that in forcing their will upon their 
wives, they are to automatically expect their wives to respect them.90 Only by loving their 
wives will husbands receive their due respect.91 
 

 
20 Children, be obedient to your parents in all things, for this is well-pleasing to 
the Lord. 21 Fathers, do not exasperate your children, so that they will not lose 
heart. 
 
3:20 A non-Believing Greek or Roman who would have originally read v. 20 directed to 

the Colossians, would not have seen anything too subversive about Paul’s instruction: 
“Children, obey your parents in everything, for this is your acceptable duty in the Lord” 
(NRSV). This is what a pagan would expect from a child. A Jewish reader would similarly 
see continuity between v. 20 and what the Torah admonishes to children, and possibly even 
how rebellious children could face capital punishment (Deuteronomy 21:18-21). Paul’s 
parallel letter, in fact, directly appeals to the importance of the Fifth Commandment for 
children in the households of Believers (Ephesians 6:1-3; cf. Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 
5:16). 

Just as wives would be permitted to disobey their husbands in matters contrary to 
God’s will, no responsible interpreter would take obedience to parents “in all things” as 
requiring obedience to parents in things resulting in disobedience to God. Yet, a family of 
Believers is in view within this household instruction (3:18-4:1), so most of the instruction 
that parents would deliver to their children would seemingly be in line with the character of 
the Scriptures. In much later life, children should honor their parents, by caring for them in 
their old age. As Paul would instruct Timothy, “if any widow has children or grandchildren, 
they must first learn to practice piety in regard to their own family and to make some return 
to their parents; for this is acceptable in the sight of God” (1 Timothy 5:4). Some have 
suggested that the thoughts of Philo may be in view, as he elaborated on a significant 
number of virtues that would not only please people, but ultimately please God: 

 
89 W. Michaelis, “pikraínō,” in TDNT, 839. 
90 Dunn, 249. 
91 For further consideration, consult the useful discussion in Philip B. Payne, Man and Woman, One in Christ 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), pp 271-290. 
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“[F]or if you honor your parents, or show mercy to the poor, or do good to your friends, 
or fight in defense of your country, or pay proper attention to the common principles of 
justice towards all men, you most certainly are pleasing to those with whom you associate, 
and you are also acceptable in the sight of God: for he sees all things with an eye which 
never slumbers, and he unites to himself with special favor all that is good, and that he 
accepts and embraces” (On the Change of Names 40).92 

3:21 It is difficult to avoid that in an ancient context, Paul does reduce the role the 
father. But unlike today where fathers can be greatly disrespected, in this case the role of 
the father is reduced from that of an unchallengeable autocrat. V. 21 says, “Fathers, do not 
provoke your children, lest they become discouraged” (RSV), or “aggravated” (NLT). The 
BDAG definition of the verb erethizō is “to cause someone to react in a way that suggests 
acceptance of a challenge, arouse, provoke mostly in bad sense irritate, embitter.”93 Paul’s 
parallel instruction will say, “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring 
them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” (Ephesians 6:4). 
 

 
22 Slaves, in all things obey those who are your masters on earth, not with 
external service, as those who merely please men, but with sincerity of heart, 
fearing the Lord. 23 Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord 
rather than for men, 24 knowing that from the Lord you will receive the reward 
of the inheritance. It is the Lord Messiah whom you serve. 25 For he who does 
wrong will receive the consequences of the wrong which he has done, and that 
without partiality. 
 
3:22 For most readers of Colossians, while there are surely some issues that need to be 

worked through with the preceding vs. 18-21 in describing wives, husbands, children, and 
fathers—it is the instruction that deals with slavery that is the most difficult to examine. 
Too many immediately try to apply these instructions as relating to employer-employee 
relationships today,94 downplaying their original context in a Roman Empire where as many 
as possibly half of the total population were considered “slaves” to one degree or another. 

Paul does instruct the slaves in Colossae, “Slaves, obey your earthly masters in 
everything, not only while being watched and in order to please them, but wholeheartedly, 
fearing the Lord” (NRSV). While some readers may hastily conclude that this is a blind 
obedience of slaves to their owners, it is notable that Roman law did allow slaves to disobey 
their owners, should their owners order them to commit any crimes. Seneca would observe 
how “nor are slaves compelled to obey us in all things; they will not carry out treasonable 
orders, or lend their hands to an act of crime” (On Benefits 3.20).95 

 
92 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 344. 
93 BDAG, 391. 
94 Cf. Geisler, in BKCNT, 684. 
95 Seneca: On Benefits, trans. Aubrey Stewart (Hard Press, 2006), pp 49-50. 



COLOSSIANS 3 

- 147 - 

The Apostle Paul recognized slavery as simply being a matter of the day, and so it is 
necessary for a reader to consider what he says often in light of how other First Century 
people instructed, ordered, or valued their slaves. Paul himself encouraged, that should the 
circumstances arise, slaves to become free (1 Corinthians 7:21-22). Moo validly remarks, 
“Paul never hints that he endorses the institution of slavery. He tells slaves and masters how 
they are to conduct themselves within the institution, but it is a bad misreading of Paul to 
read into his teaching approval of the institution itself.”96 Various evangelical interpreters, 
like Donald Guthrie, have simply thought “Paul’s advice here is to transform the master-
slave relationship from within.”97 Bruce takes it even further, suggesting, “If a Christian 
slave came to be recognized as a leader in the church, he would be entitled to receive due 
deference from his Christian master.”98 

In a manner befitting the character of Yeshua, the slaves in Colossae were to obey kata 
sarka kuriois or “the lords according to flesh” (LITV). It is important for us to recognize that 
in this section of text (3:22-4:1), even though most English translations use the rendering 
“master” in reference to slaveowners, kurios or “lord” is used for both slaveowners and the 
Lord Yeshua. Dunn considers how “the affirmation of Christ as Lord constituted for the first 
Christians a line of continuity and not breach with their Jewish heritage.”99 

The motivation of slaves properly obeying their masters, for Paul, would be how 
ultimately their obedience is to be a reflection on the fear they have for the Lord. They are 
not simply to try to curry favors from their masters by obeying them. A sentiment seen in 
the Mishnah expresses how “Do not be like servants who serve the master on condition of 
receiving a reward, but [be] like servants who serve the master not on condition of 
receiving a reward” (m.Avot 1:3).100 

Similar to what is asserted in v. 17, notice how here that slaves are to fear the Lord. 
Fearing the LORD (YHWH) is a significant feature of the Tanach (Isaiah 2:10, 19, 21, etc.).101 
Rather than fear being directed to the LORD, per se, it is directed to the Messiah, as a part of 
His integration into the Divine Identity. Witherington observes, “So much is Christ Lord 
that even the OT phrase ‘fearing the Lord’ refers to Jesus rather than Yahweh.”102 Moo 
further comments, “the high Christology of the letter to the Colossians as a whole is again 
brought to bear on the ordinary situation of the...household.”103 

 
96 Moo, 308. 
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100 Neusner, Mishnah, 673. 
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What did Paul intend for the proper relationship of slaves and masters, who were both 
Believers, to be? This is why it is quite important for Colossians to be read in conjunction 
with his letter to Philemon, to get a fuller picture of Paul’s view of slavery (cf. 4:9). 

3:23 In the fear of Yeshua, Paul tells slaves “Whatever you do, work at it with all your 
heart, as working for the Lord, not for human masters” (TNIV). It was not uncommon in 
ancient times for slaves to be motivated by their masters with the promise of various treats. 
Xenophon indicated, 

“[W]here slaves are concerned, the training which is apparently designed only for 
lower animals is very effective for teaching obedience; for you’ll get plenty of results by 
gratifying their bellies in accordance with their desires. Those of them with ambitious 
temperaments can also be motivated by praise: I mean that some have an innate appetite for 
praise, just as others have for food and drink. Anyway, by using this training method, I 
think the people I deal with become more obedient, so I use it for those I want to appoint as 
foremen; I also back them up in situations like the following. You see, I am bound to supply 
my labourers with clothing and footwear, but I have some of these articles made better than 
others rather than making them all the same; then I can reward better workers with better 
articles, and give worse workers the inferior articles” (The Economist 13.9-12).104 

Quite contrary to Xenophon’s sentiments, slaves are not to obey their owners solely for 
the sake of better treatment. 

3:24 These slaves, rather than working entirely for some kind of treats, as though they 
are animals to be rewarded, are to instead recognize that ultimately what they do in life is 
being monitored by the Lord Himself. Paul says that they need to know “that from the Lord 
you will receive the reward of the inheritance. It is the Lord Messiah whom you serve.” A 
slave is not to do shoddy work, simply because he is a Believer, and all human beings are 
equal in the eyes of God. Paul clearly instructs, “be slaves of the Lord Christ” (New American 
Bible), as Yeshua is the One to whom slaves must answer to for their conduct. 

3:25 If slaves do not conduct themselves properly, then as Paul says, “the wrongdoer 
will be paid back for the wrong he has done, and there is no partiality” (RSV). Yeshua will be 
the judge of the slave who does not live properly, and we can possibly see echoes of 
Deuteronomy 10:17 in this: “For the LORD your God is the God of gods and the Lord of lords, 
the great, the mighty, and the awesome God who does not show partiality nor take a bribe.” 
The Jewish character of the author comes through, as a Rabbinical sentiment in the Mishnah 
is, “know what sort of reward is going to be given to the righteous in the coming time” 
(m.Avot 2:16).105 
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