
Colossians 3:20: Obeying Parents 

As you know, over the course of the last several weeks we’ve slowed down to take time to look at a Christian’s 
responsibility within the family. That is intentional, of course, because the family is so vital to God’s design for 
our lives. 


We are all in some kind of family no matter what our family looks like. Some families are broken homes, some 
are going to be empty-nesters, some are what we call nuclear families - where there is a mom and dad and 
children in the home. Some are widows, some are adopted, some are orphans, some are single parents, some 
are single, some are newly married. Families are complicated. 


And then you add the spiritual element into that mix where some combination of those relationships are 
believers and some are not. Some are antagonistic to Jesus, some are indifferent to Jesus, some are excited 
about Jesus and we step back and realize that the dynamics of a family can vary wildly from one home to 
another. 


And the amazing thing about the Bible is that it doesn’t give us 200 different family scenarios and then tell us 
how to live according to our scenario. No, it gives us general principles to apply according to our role in 
whatever situation we happen to be in. 


We’ve seen God’s command for wives - whatever that context is - to submit to your husbands. We’ve seen 
husbands - whatever that context is - to love our wives. 


And this morning we come to children. What is a child’s responsibility to God within the family? I thought about 
directing this message just toward children, but there are elements of the family that I think are good for 
everyone to hear and I wanted to tease those out a little bit. 


To be a child in a house is a really privilege before the Lord. In fact believers are very often called God’s 
children. There’s a reason for that. We all know how to be a child because we’ve all been there. 


We all understand that very basic relationship. It’s the first relationship we had, it’s one of the most basic 
relationships God created. And the Bible has a lot to say to children in relation to their parents. Proverbs may 
have the most specific instruction. The whole book is really the godly advice from a father to his son. Even the 
last chapter is a father relating to his son the things his mother taught him. There’s this intergenerational 
passing down of godly wisdom. And since we know that the Bible is God’s Word, in a very real way Proverbs is 
written by God for children. The rest of us just glean it’s treasure. 


What I want to do this morning, of course, is to unpack this passage. I want to make some preliminary 
observations first, we’ll also look at some others passages as well that hopefully shed some light on what God 
wants of children. 


But especially if you are a child, what I want you to walk away from this morning is knowing that your 
obedience to your parents pleases God. As hard as obedience might be sometimes, it makes God happy when 
you obey. 


Now, before we get into the text itself, I want to say just two things about families as it relates to children. I 
hope some of this will help set the stage for our passage. 


1) God has sovereignly given you the family you are in. 


I know we all would say that we believe in the sovereignty of God. Amen and amen. God is on the throne ruling 
of the entire universe, nothing escapes his notice, nothing thwarts his plans. He is actively and intimately 
involved in every aspect of creation, in control every step of redemption, and has decreed the outcome of 
history. 




But bringing it a little more personal, God has placed you in the exact family you have on purpose for his glory. 
The family you have - whatever you might think of them - is not a mistake. God purposed you to be in the 
family you’re in before the foundation of the world. 


He purposed the house you live in, the financial situation your family has, how many brothers and sisters you 
have, how long you have to wait for your brother to be done in the bathroom - is all designed by God. Now, 
when it comes to bathroom time, there is God’s sovereignty but we need to keep in mind human responsibility. 


In any case, God has personally given the family you have. It’s not perfect, no family is. But it is by his design. 
And his design varies wildly. The family situation that I grew up in is vastly different than the family situation my 
children are growing up in. And I think that every kid at some point - or maybe many points - wishes their 
family situation were different. But God placed us where he has for a reason. He’s placed you where you are for 
a reason. We don’t know what that reason is, and we don’t have to know. But we can trust it’s not a mistake 
and there’s not some better family situation for us that God is keeping us from. 


2) God has sovereignly put you in the house you live in for the purpose of evangelism. 


I often mention to parents - and fathers in particular - that it is their job to show their family Jesus. And that’s 
true. But if you are a child in your house and following Jesus it’s also your responsibility to evangelize as well.


This means preaching and living out the gospel to your family. Whether it’s your older siblings or younger 
siblings or parents or whoever, being in a family gives you 2 advantages. First, you have the time to talk to 
people. You can make time. Second, it gives them the ability to see the gospel in your life in a very intimate 
way. Now, it could also give them the opportunity to see your hypocrisy - which just gives you an opportunity 
to repent. But the most powerful testimony of a believer comes from their words and their lives. If you have that 
opportunity, don’t waste it. 


You say: well, everyone in my family is a believer. Great! Then invite people into your home and to come along 
with your family in different situations so they can see what a Christian household looks like. I didn’t grow up in 
a Christian home and wasn’t saved until I was 14. But I’ll tell you, it was incredibly valuable to me to go over to 
my Christian friends’ homes when I was young in the faith just to see how they lived. Whatever your family 
situation is, it is an opportunity to show people Jesus. 


Okay, with that in mind, let’s look at our passage. We can break this down into three simple parts: obedience is 
commanded, comprehensive, pleasing to God. 


1) Obedience is commanded. Read 20


So this is a pretty straightforward passage. The audience is children and the command is to obey their parents. 


If you want to get really technical you can look up the Greek word for obey (ὑπακούω) and you can do word 
studies. You know what the word really means in Greek? It means obey. It means to do what you’re told, to 
follow instructions. And actually there’s a sense in which it specifically includes the the smallest little things 
because the word is occasionally used for someone who is tasked to open the door for a guest. So you’re 
sitting there watching TV, someone knocks on the door, your mom says “Hey, go get the door." The command 
is that basic. 


And actually, it’s a stronger word than what wives are to do with their husbands. You remember that wives are 
to submit to their husbands. Read 18


What’s the difference between submission and obedience? Obedience usually implies giving orders or 
commands. That’s not appropriate in a husband/wife relationship. Although a wife follows her husband's lead, 
they should discuss things as peers. He shouldn’t be giving her commands. But it is appropriate in a parent/
child relationship to give commands. (Doug Moo. Colossians & Philemon. (Moo, D. J. (2008). The letters to the 
Colossians and to Philemon (pp. 304–305).




So this is the deal: what God is saying here is that he has placed your parents in your life to tell you what to do. 
Yes they need to love you, respect you, care for you, train you up in the Lord, have conversations and 
discussions. But at the end of the day your parents are not your peers. And they’re not supposed to be 
dictators either. But they do have the authority in your life to give you commands and God expects you to 
follow them. 


Side: Parents, I do want to say something to you about the command to obey. To be fair to our kids, I think we 
need to just be honest and say that we are often really, really bad at giving commands. We think we’re clear, 
but we’re not really as clear as we’d like to think. Sometimes children are just rebellious, but sometimes we’re 
just really bad. 


We need to make sure that if we are giving our child a command, we’re are actually giving them a command. 
That that is clear to them. “Johnny, could you please do the dishes?” Is that a command? No, in fact, it’s not. 
It’s a question. And if we’re honest, a legitimate answer is “no.” Let me give you an example you might 
understand, “Johnny, could you please work 2 hours of overtime tonight to get this project done?” A legitimate 
answer could be “no.” 


We’ll talk about this more next week, but if you want your child to do something, don’t give them a false 
narrative that somehow they could say no if they actually can’t say no. That angers them just like it would 
anger you if you said no to your boss and then she required to work the overtime anyway. Instead just say 
“Johnny, please go do the dishes now.” 


“Johnny, you might talk a little quieter at the dinner table” is also not a command. It’s an interesting suggestion 
and observation. 


“Johnny I think you should probably mow the yard soon” is a personal opinion. He might disagree with you. 
“Johnny please mow the yard before lunch” is a command. 


Some of these seem really obvious, but the clearer the command is, the easier it is to obey and the easier it is 
to hold children accountable if they don’t obey. There have been times when I was upset that one of my kids 
didn’t obey a command and when I asked them why they actually pointed out that it was a really bad 
command, or vague, or confusing. And while sometimes kids are little lawyers wiggling out of it, sometimes 
they’re right. And we need to swallow our pride, apologize and clarify things. 


Let me give you another bad command: “Please go clean your room.” Why is that a bad command? Because 
unless you’ve previously specified what you mean by clean, both of you will be frustrated. Does that mean no 
toys on the floor? Vacuum the floor? Make the bed? Do your laundry? Can they just throw all their clothes in 
the drawer or do they need to be folded? 


“Clean the kitchen.” Same thing? Does that mean do dishes? Wipe the counter? You get the idea. If they know 
the routine, you don’t have to define it every time, but if there has never been a set list, it’s good to make one. 


You might also give them a time expectation of how long you want them to commit to the task. “Clean your 
room” could be 5 minutes or 5 hours depending on the kid. 


Now, those of you who are children, have I been fair in asking for clearer commands? I hope so. It might not 
make it easier to do the commands, but hopefully you’ll know the expectations. 


But let me say this: if your parent gives you a command and you’re not sure exactly what that means - does 
that mean you go play Xbox until they come clear it up? Does that means you look a Facebook for 20 more 
minutes? Does that mean you watch more TV? If you’re not sure the exactly what they mean, then it’s on you 
to ask: “Mom, when you tell me to clean the kitchen at night what precisely do you want me to accomplish?” 


In our house, we have a lot of checklists. Not because we want to be legalistic, but because it cuts through all 
the nonsense of continually defining what we mean by each command. 




Look back at Deut. 5:16. This is the 5th commandment. Deuteronomy literally means the second law - or the 
second giving of the Law. God gave the ten commandments to Israel right after they came out of Egypt. They 
disobeyed God, so they wandered in the wilderness for 40 years until that whole generation died. So God said, 
“Alright, let’s try it again” and this is the second giving of the Law just before they go into the Promised Land. 
Deutero means “second,” nomos means “law,” so this is the second giving of the 5th commandment. Read 16


So here the command is more broad. Honor your father and mother. And I like that because what it means to 
honor your parents will change over time. 


When you are younger, it means you obey them. When you are older, it means you respect them. When they 
are elderly it means you take care of them. But honor implies granting to someone respect and dignity. It 
means that you value their role in your life just like God values their role in your life. 


And I know that not all parents are equally honorable. Not all parents are worthy of respect. Frankly, there are 
some really bad parents out there. There are abusive parents that should be in jail. There are dead beat parents 
that should get a job. There are lazy parents that should work harder. There are foolish parents that should be 
old enough to know better. 


Honoring your parents doesn’t mean lying about them or making them out to be perfect. But children are called 
to show whatever honor they can for the people God has placed in their lives even if that simply means not 
bad-mouthing them. 


And God gives children two reasons for honoring their parents. This is a command, but there’s something in it 
for you. Read 16 


This is really an amazing feature in the 10 commandments because none of the other 9 commands gives an 
incentive. All the other commands are simply rote commands of what God tells his people to do. Here, if you 
obey, two things happen: your days will be long and things will go well for you. 


Generally speaking, when children obey their parents, things go well for them. Life is easier, there are usually 
more privileges, there’s more love and less anger. Things go well.


And usually people who obey their parents have longer lives. 


Proverbs says over and over again that one of the blessings of living wisely is long life.


Prov. 3:2: [listening to your parents gives you] length of days and years of life and peace they will add to you. 


Prov. 3:16: Long life is in her right hand; in her left hand are riches and honor. 


Prov. 4:10: Hear, my son, and accept my words, that the years of your life may be many.


You are not promised 80 years. We’re not promised tomorrow. The Bible doesn’t say you get long life by going 
to the gym, or eating some special diet, or counting carbs. Generally speaking, you know how you get long 
life? Obey your parents. 


People who are crazy rebellious as children don’t usually end up with satisfying lives that are long. Sometimes 
they’ll come to faith in the Lord, and he can redeem that, but rebellion is a hard way to go. 


I know people from my childhood whose lives are a train wreck and it started when they were little in constant 
rebellion. 

 

Now for the few of you who might be twitching because you’re thinking “Well, this is the Old Covenant and 
doesn’t apply to us.” We will see in a few minutes that the apostle Paul quotes this exact verse along with 
these promises in Eph. 6:1-3. This is just as true today as it was 3,400 years ago. 




So obedience is a command in keeping with honoring our parents. 


2) Obedience is Comprehensive. Look back at Col 3:20. Read


So obedience is a command and it is a comprehensive command. It is all encompassing. Every aspect of your 
life is fair game for your parents. 


There are only a couple of exceptions. If they are commanding you to sin, you don’t do it. If they are telling you 
to lie or steal or or to do something illegal or immoral the answer is no. 


Or if there is abuse and they threaten you not to tell anyone or else. These things require defiance. 


But other than that, this is all-encompassing obedience. How often you take showers, how long those showers 
are, when to mow the yard, do your homework, clean your room, pick up your stuff, go to bed, wake up in the 
morning. You name it, it’s covered -in everything. 


Look back at Eph. 6. These are almost identical passages but Paul teases out a couple of things to keep in 
mind here. Read 1-3


First, is to obey your parents in the Lord. What does that mean? Does that mean only obey your parents if they 
are Christian? No. It means obey your parents in the same way you would obey the Lord. If Jesus were 
standing in your living room telling you to go take a shower, just how much flack would you give him and just 
how quickly would you get it done? You probably wouldn’t give him any flack and you’d probably do it right 
away. So when Jesus says “Obey your parents like me” and your parents tell you to go take a shower what 
should the response look like? The exact same. 


Well, my parents don’t tell me to take a shower like Jesus would tell me to take a shower. Well, that depends. 
Jesus was awfully gentle with those who were humble. But when he was talking to those who were proud and 
self-righteous he was extremely harsh. In fact, he made a whip a couple of times and overturned tables to 
show how serious he was. So the “Jesus wouldn’t do it my parents’ way” argument doesn’t really hold much 
water. 


The other thing Paul says in Vs. 1 is “for this is right.” This is the right thing to do. This is obedience before 
God. God didn’t give you a chore schedule or a bed time. No, he gave you parents and told them to work out 
those commands in your life.


While we’re here, I do want to address the question of how long do children need to obey their parents? I think 
this section is primarily talking about children who are still in the home. Here’s why. Read 4


The same children who are to obey their parents are the children their fathers are to not anger, and the same 
children they are to teach in the Lord. So this is talking about children in the home. 


So the question gets asked: As you get older, how long are you under their authority? Until either you are 
married, in which case you leave your parents and join to your spouse. Or until you are financially and socially 
independent from them. 


And I use the phrase financially and socially independent as a package because I think these both need to be 
taken into account. If you are in college and need your parents’ money to survive, then you are still under their 
authority. 


I was talking to a guy who had a college-aged grandson who wanted to go on a missions trip. But his parents 
didn’t want him to go because there was some family stuff that was going on during the trip, so the grandpa 
was reluctant to support his grandson’s missions trip. And I asked the grandparent, have parents told him he 
cannot go or have they just said they don’t want him to go? That’s an important distinction: because my kids 
do things all the time that I wouldn’t do if I were them. But it’s not sin or disobedience, if they do that’s just fine. 



So the kid asked his parents very specifically: “Are you saying I cannot go, or you just don’t want me to go?” 
That was really cool because he was willing to be obedient to his parents if they said no. It turns out, they 
weren’t forbidding him, they just didn’t want him to. So he went on the trip in complete obedience to his 
parents. 


Social independence is a little different. If you have a job and live with your parents, or live on your own and 
work for your parents you need to obey them. They might give you more slack or freedom and that’s fine. But if 
you are still socially connected to them you need to be obedient. 


Two examples: There’s nothing worse than working with the bosses son who completely undermines his father 
and gets away with it. That’s not a good testimony of the gospel. 


And if your parents are gracious enough to allow you to stay in the house past graduation you need to defer to 
them as well. Help out with housework, clean, cook, pay rent if they want you to. If you are not socially 
independent from them, then they still have authority in your life. 


A little side note before we look at out last point: Parents, I think it’s helpful for a child to be able to appeal 
when we give them a command. We should be open to the reality that we’re not perfect and maybe they have 
a better plan than we do. Or maybe we don’t have all the facts. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve told my son 
to take a shower only to find out he took one an hour before I got home. There should be a reasonable ability 
for your child to appeal the command. 


3) Obedience is Pleasing to God. Read Col. 3:20


If you are truly a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ, if you are a follower of Christ, have turned from your sins, 
trusted in him alone as your Savior and your Lord, then the Bible says that the Holy Spirit has put his Law on 
your heart. If you’re truly saved, you will have a desire to please God though obedience to him. 


And what Paul is telling us here is the one of the biggest ways we please Jesus is by obeying our parents. In 
fact, you cannot please Jesus if you are in rebellion to your parents. It doesn’t work. If you want to please God, 
then obey. 


I know your parents are sometimes unreasonable, ungracious. Sometimes they are flat out wrong, irritable, 
condescending. I know that because I’ve been all those things too. But this pleases God. 


Think of Jesus. Who’d he have for parents? Two sinners. The God of the universe, who took on flesh in the 
manger, had to spend most of his life under the authority of the sinful people he created. He had sinful brothers 
and sisters. He had to help his dad in the shop. How do I know that? Because Jesus was a carpenter too. 
(Matt. 13:55, Mark 6:3). There can’t be anything more frustrating than obeying someone when you know 
they’re wrong because you know everything and you know they’re sinning.


But he did obey them didn’t he? Luke 2:51 says he was submissive to them. He was obedient. It was that 
obedience that, in part earned the righteousness we he gives to his people. He obeyed for God’s glory and he 
calls all children to do the same. Obey your parents. It pleases the Lord and it gives him pleasure. 


Pray


