
Colossians 3:22-4:1: Slavery and the Christian Life 

This morning we’re coming to a passage that we often look to as a reason to work hard for our employers. Or if 
you are a manager or a business owner, this passage is often used as an encouragement to treat your 
employees fairly. And as we’ll see, there is a reason people often apply this passage in those ways. There is a 
lot in common between the attitude of a manager and the master of a household. But what I want us to 
understand is that while we should apply those principles, that’s really not the intention of the passage at all.


The passage addresses an issue that is much more complex than that, and is much darker. That is the issue of 
slavery. Although it stands there in plain sight, many people miss the fact that the actual situation being 
addressed is slavery - one of the biggest plagues on humanity that has ever existed. And this passage is 
instructing us on how believers are to conduct their households in the midst of that institution. 


This morning is going to feel a little bit more like a history lesson / Bible Study than a sermon. I want to talk a 
little bit about the Bible’s perspective on slavery, then sketch a history of slavery in Roman times, and then get 
to our passage. Hopefully that will help us navigate this section a little easier. 


I want to say at the outset that slavery is a scourge on any society and as believers we should do things in our 
power to stop it. Slavery still exists in America and around the world. People own people as their servants. It is 
not voluntary service for a set period of time; it’s forced and coerced and it’s wrong.


But we need to understand that while we stand against slavery, the issue itself is very complex and difficult. 
What comes to mind when we think of slavery is not the exact same thing as what the Bible addresses. 
Although there are horrors that come arise because of slavery, it’s not honest to treat all situations the same. 


And that’s important to note because Christians are often accused of endorsing slavery because the Bible 
doesn’t specifically condemn it. Rather, there are actually passages in the OT that regulate slavery as well as 
passages in the NT - such as this passage - that seem to encourage slaves to be good slaves, and masters to 
be good masters. That’s not very politically correct. I don’t know about you, but what I’d like to see are 
passages that categorically condemn slavery and threaten slave holders. But they’re not there. We have to ask 
why they are not there. 


In fact, slavery because a synonym for salvation in the Bible. What we see is a God as the benevolent master 
who has compassion on slaves, buys them out of their slavery, not to free them but so that they now serve him 
as the good Master. Remember, Israel went from being slaves in Egypt to God’s slaves.


Deut 5:15:  You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you 
out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the Lord your God commanded you to 
keep the Sabbath day.


Did you get that? You were slaves, I rescued you, now you do what I tell you. You belong to me. We don’t often 
think of it, but that is slave trade language. 


Look at Deut 6:20-25. This is God reminding Israel to keep his commandments and pass them down to their 
children. And just look at the conversation. Read


Amazing. “Dad why do we have to keep all these dumb laws?” “Son, because our people were slaves in Egypt 
and God miraculously delivered us out. He became our master - we obey his rules. And he’s not harsh like 
Pharaoh; he gives us these rules for our good.” 


You could have the same conversation around your dinner table, couldn’t you? “Dad, why do we go to church 
and pray and read the Bible?” Why can’t we just do what we want to do?” “Son, because I was a slave to sin 
and in rebellion to God. And through the sacrifice of Jesus, God rescued me out of my slavery to sin and 
graciously made me a slave to Christ and now I follow him.” 




Look at Deut 15:12. Here’s a passage about how Israel was to treat it’s slaves. These are scandalous 
passages in some circles. Read 12


Why would someone sell themselves to someone else? Because they were poor. They were in debt and 
needed to pay off a loan that they couldn’t pay. So they’d go to the lender or to someone they knew with 
money and say “Hey, can you pay this and I’ll work for you for 6 years?” We have to understand that a large 
part of slave laws in the OT is regulating labor contracts in Israel. Read 12-18


What we forget is that in an agrarian society, there were no banks with rules regulated by the Federal Reserve. 
There were no bankruptcy laws. There was no reorganization of debt. There was a guy who owed you money 
or couldn’t provide for himself or his family. How did you deal with that? They became your slave and you were 
to treat them with generosity and kindness. 


“Thus a rich landowner who offered a bankrupt peasant guaranteed employment and support until the 
sabbatical year was valued. Taking on such a “slave” was viewed as an act of charity (Gen. 47:21–25). Some 
“slaves” might find the secure status of employee so attractive that they became permanent slaves (ESV Study 
Bible).”


And Israel was to treat their slaves very well because they had been slaves and God had bought them out of 
that. Read 15 


Don’t miss that connection. Why were they to treat their slaves well? Because they were slaves, God bought 
them, now they obey God. He’s their new master. There are other laws regulating slavery in the OT; Exodus 21 
is one of the longer sections on how to treat slaves. But again, we have to keep in mind this is voluntary 
servitude, where the Israelites were to be very kind and generous to their slaves.  


Fast forward from 1400BC to Roman times when Paul was writing. Slavery was much different. Slavery was 
pervasive. Some estimates are that 1/4 to 1/3 of Rome’s population were slaves. If you look to the left and look 
to the right, one of the three of you would have been a slave - that’s a lot of slaves. And in the church, masters 
and slaves would have worshipped side by side many times. 


Now, a person could be a slave for a variety of reasons. Criminals were often sold as slaves as part of their 
punishment. Conquered enemies were slaves. There was a form of debtor slavery - like in the OT - that existed 
in Rome. Slavery was not one-size-fits all, there were different forms and situations. Sometimes slaves could 
buy their freedom or earn their freedom. 


And although slavery in Rome and Israel had nothing to do with race like it did in America, it was still owning 
someone. They were your property. They were worth money. Slaves were bought and sold and were often 
considered living tools. Many were educated, many were professionals, but they were still considered property 
in Roman law.


So along comes Christianity in the heyday of Roman slavery. What do the apostles do? How do they address 
this all pervasive issue? 


This is where as American Christians we need to think long and hard about how we address political issues. As 
Americans, we’d probably do rallies, try to elect some new officials, start a campaign, so on. Because we are a 
representative democracy and have a voice in how government is run. And that’s good and to some extent we 
should be involved in government. 


Here’s the hard part: while we can and should be involved in the political process where we can, we need to be 
careful that we don’t confuse our political involvement with the Kingdom of God. It’s very easy to become 
involved in politics wanting to do good for people in the name of Jesus thinking that passing legislation is the 
same thing as telling people the gospel message. It’s not. Passing legislation might do really good things, but 
one thing it cannot do is save people from their sins through faith in Christ. 

  




So here’s what the apostles knew: Christianity was already on thin ice in Rome because Rome only allowed 
religions who were approved by the state. Christianity, for many years, was simply considered a form of 
Judaism. Same Bible, same God, many of the same teachings. So they flew under the radar. 


But as Christianity grew, Rome looked at Christianity as a threat. People noticed that there were differences 
and persecution was heating up. 


Add to that that any time there were social justice causes that went against Rome - religious or not - Rome 
usually just crushed them severely. They just didn’t have time to deal with uprisings and riots so they ended 
them with brutality.  


So if you’re a believer who is interested in spreading the good news of the Lord Jesus, you have to pick your 
battles. Christianity was never meant to be a social justice cause. Christianity was never meant to be a political 
movement. It was never meant to be the religious right, the Moral majority, the evangelical block of voters. 


Christianity has always been about rescuing people out of their own sin by trusting Jesus. It has always been 
about making people disciples of Jesus no matter where they are in life. There will be political implications of 
that, but politics is not the primary venue. 


So here’s a scenario: You’ve got a slave that comes to faith in Jesus through hearing the gospel message. He 
was made a slave because he committed crimes - his slavery is essentially his life in prison sentence. But he’s 
a believer now and you’re his pastor. But his master is a brutal man. He already killed a couple of slaves for 
trying to run away. Running away is a crime in itself. Plus, this slave that just got saved is a new believer and 
needs discipleship. What do you tell him to do? 


Turn to 1 Cor. 7:17-24. See, it’s easy in life just to say “all slavery is wrong and it should stop.” Everyone 
knows that. It’s harder when you’re looking someone in the face who has to live that reality and there’s not a lot 
you can actually do to change their situation. 


So here’s what the apostles did. They knew they could not overturn Rome’s position on slavery through 
politics. Maybe they could get help from politicians, but their mission wasn’t political. It was evangelistic. They 
knew that if everyone in Rome became a Christian, slavery would collapse. So instead of provoking revolts, the 
apostles basically said to slaves: you know how people are going to know you have been transformed by the 
gospel? You know how your master will realize that there is something radically different about you that’s 
different than your fellow slaves? Be the best slave you can be to the glory of Jesus. 


We see some of that here in 1 Corinthians. A lot of times what happens when someone comes to faith in Christ 
they think they need to radically change their whole life, turn everything upside down. Paul says that’s not 
usually the case. He’s going to use the term “called” here to mean saved. Read 17-24 


Interesting. His command is to not worry about the condition of your life when you became a believer. If you 
are a slave, know that you are free in Christ. If you are a master, know that you are a slave to Jesus. If you can 
become free, go for it. But certainly don’t become a slave because you are already owned by Jesus. This was 
revolutionary. And this was pastoral. And this was evangelistic. A slave had the opportunity to show his master 
the gospel in a radical way. 


Look at 1 Timothy 6:1-2a. There’s slavery in Corinth. Here Paul is writing to Timothy who is in Ephesus and 
there’s the same issues. Read 1


Side: The word in Greek is δοῦλος and it simply means slave. If you read the introduction notes to the ESV 
Bible they translate the word as bondservant because the word slave conjures up American notions of slavery 
which was different than what happened in Rome. The problem is that bondservant often means someone who 
willingly placed themselves under another - which this word could be talking about, but not necessarily. The 
word just means slave - someone owned by another - regardless of how they became a slave. I think 
bondservant is a bad translation. I think other translations are more honest. 




And slaves are to regard their masters with honor. Why? So the gospel isn’t bad-mouthed. A Christian slave 
who is rebellious is a contradiction. And here’s where it gets really tricky. Read 2


Now this is tough. We have Paul talking about brothers in the faith owning brothers in the faith. How can that 
be? Again, it depends on how they became slaves. Did they become slaves because they committed crimes 
and this is part of their punishment like doing a 20 year sentence in prison? Or did they become slaves 
because they owed their master money? It seems like whatever the case, Paul didn’t seem too worked up 
trying to overthrow the institution of slavery just like you and I probably would be too keen on trying to release 
all the prisoners in a jail just because they became Christian. 


No, in fact he says that if a believing slave had a believing master he should work all the harder for them since 
the Kingdom benefits from their mutual work. 


You know how if your parents go away and they put the older brother or sister in charge, a lot of times the 
younger siblings give them a hard time? Or if your friend becomes your manager you can get away with stuff 
that the average employee couldn’t? That happened with slave/masters too. Paul says to slaves: Know your 
place. Honor your master with good service. 


What about masters? How were they to treat slaves? Look at Philemon 8-20


Christian masters, as a whole, were to treat their slaves very well. And we often think “Isn’t that a contradiction 
in terms?” How do we treat slaves well? Why would we even have slaves? 


But if someone owed you $200k and couldn’t repay and instead indentured themselves to you for 10 years to 
pay it off, you weren’t just going to let them go. And they didn’t expect you to. Instead, you treated them well. 


The book of Philemon is a letter from the apostle Paul to Philemon, who was a Christian slave owner. The gist 
of the letter is that Paul met up with one of Philemon’s slaves - a man named Onesimus - and Paul is sending 
Onesimus back to Philemon. We don’t know for sure, but most people think Paul and Philemon met in the city 
of Rome where maybe Onesimus had run from Philemon. And somehow he ran into Paul and Paul had 
preached the gospel to Onesimus, Onesimus believed, and now was being sent back to Paul’s friend 
Philemon. So here’s Paul’s words to Philemon, the Christian slave owner. Read 8-20


So Onesimus is now Philemon’s brother. And Philemon is to treat Onesimus, his slave, the same way he would 
treat the apostle Paul. So much so that Paul would be refreshed in hearing about how well Philemon treated 
Onesimus. Read 21


Isn’t that amazing? Paul trusted that Philemon had been so transformed by the gospel that his treatment of his 
own slave would be even better than he had commanded him to do. 


I just want us to stop and think about that. Onesimus is likely a runaway slave - a crime worthy of death. And 
he is willingly being sent back to his owner who could legally kill Onesimus for running away because he is his 
property. But instead, Paul is confident that the runaway slave and the believing master will treat each other 
better than we would treat an apostle of Jesus. Can I tell you something? That’s the power of the gospel in 
someone’s life. 


Can you imagine being an unbeliever watching that whole thing go down? “What is going on over at 
Philemon’s place?” “Has he gone soft? Is he mad? And why would Onesimus ever come back?!” Because he 
has a true Master in heaven. And the love of Christ compels him.” 


The reality is that it’s really hard to own your brother and your sister over the long haul. If you really consider 
them greater that yourself, you’re going to do things in your power to release them. And that’s exactly what 
happened. Christian masters tended to seek the release of their slaves, which is called manumission. 




This is pretty amazing: in the early Church many people sold themselves into slavery in order to feed poor 
slaves who were ill-treated or who sought to help release their brothers by working on their behalf. (The 
Lexham Bible Dictionary. Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press) 


See, this is the radical nature of the gospel. True transformation comes from the Holy Spirit transforming a 
person from the inside out. If the apostles - and us - were only to focus on abolishing the institution of slavery 
not only would we lose, but no one would come to faith in Christ. That’s the failing of what’s called the social 
gospel. Social change looks good, but if there’s no spiritual transformation people still go to hell. 


Instead, the apostles focused on preaching the gospel and watching the effects of the gospel change peoples’ 
lives. They sought change where they could but never at the expense of preaching the gospel. And never in 
exchange for preaching the gospel. 


So let’s look back at Col. 3 and put this all together. Again, this is a household code. Slavery was a household 
issue and this was how to conduct yourself as a slave or master in the home. 


Let’s look at this verse by verse. Read 22


 A couple of observations. This section on slaves is the longest section in the household code. This is longer 
than husbands, wives, children, fathers and masters combined. This may indicate that there were a lot of 
slaves in the Colossian church. Or it could indicate that slaves really struggled with how to live out their faith in 
light of their situation. 


Second, their service is to be sincere. The old adage that when the “cat’s away the mice will play” - should not 
be true of Christian slaves. Those who have a master should serve them exactly as they serve Jesus. Paul even 
says they should do so “fearing the Lord” - fearing Jesus. Why’s that? Because the Lord Jesus will hold them 
accountable for their service to their masters. 


Third, they should work with their whole heart. Read 23-24


In a Roman household, the difference between a slave and a son was that the son would receive an inheritance 
where a slave would not. Even though he worked for the master, the slave never inherited anything from the 
master. So imagine being a slave, working most of your life for someone else, and at the end of it all having 
nothing to show for it. Your life is spent and you have gained nothing. That’s not a lot of motivation to work is 
it? 


So Paul touches on that. He says serve your master well because “you will receive an inheritance” from Jesus. 
There is motivation to work with our whole heart because one day they will give an account to Jesus for how 
they worked. And their work would be rewarded if it is done faithfully. There is a little bit of a threat here as well. 
Read 25


That sounds like a threat, doesn’t it? There is a sense that although we are saved by grace alone, every 
believer will stand before Jesus and give an account. 


Eph. 6:8 emphasizes the positive: “knowing that whatever good anyone does, this he will receive back from 
the Lord.” Here the emphasis is on the negative: the Christian who is doing wrong will be paid back 
accordingly. That’s a little scary, isn’t it? 


Jas. 3:1 warns those who teach that they will be held to stricter judgment when they stand before the Lord in 
judgment. Whatever else we can say about that verse, it’s not meant to give us warm fuzzies. It’s meant to 
humble us. The judgment is more strict - mean that judgment is already strict even for believers. We won’t lose 
our salvation, but we will be judged and rewarded accordingly. 


God does not show partiality in judgment. No matter your situation in life you don’t get to make an excuse for 
disobedience. No matter how hard you have it - like a slave - or how easy you have it - like a master - there’s 



no playing around with God. He won’t give us a pass just because our situation is tough. He has made us into 
a new man and demands our allegiance to him.


Masters receive the same warning. Read 4:1

 

So masters are called to be just and fair. This is where we have to be brutally honest with the Bible because the 
implication here is that there were situations where it was just and fair to own slaves. Not every situation was 
like that. American slavery, where people basically kidnapped whole people groups and shipped them and sold 
them for profit, was an abomination. Sexual slavery is an abomination. Child slavery is an abomination. 


But those were not primarily the situations in Rome, nor were they the situations that God regulated in the OT. 
And even though Rome gave masters absolute authority over slaves - to the point of killing them for no reason 
without recourse - the Christian master was to be radically different than that. They were to be just fair. 


Eph. 6:9 tells masters to stop threatening their slaves. Stop being a jerk to them. Be kind. 


I don’t usually have a “3 points of application” at the end of the sermon but I want to give you some things to 
think about this week. 


First of all, we have to be honest when the Bible talks about hard things - in this case, slavery. We have to 
actually figure out why the Bible is talking about slavery at all and why it’s not condemning it the way we’d like 
it to. Sometimes the answer isn’t going to be as fun as we’d like. But if we’re going to have any credibility, we 
need to be honest.


Second, although we should apply the Bible to ourselves, it cheapens what our brothers and sisters have gone 
through in the past - and still go through now- if we just make a simple connection to our day to day lives. Yes, 
I think one application of this is how employees serve their bosses and vice versa. I think you will be held 
accountable for how you worked for your employers so you need to do a good job. But we can’t just jump 
straight there.


You realize there is still slavery all around the world today? And we have many brothers and sisters in the faith 
who are slaves in some of the worst imaginable situations. 


Paul Washer once told of a couple seminary students who had a burden to reach a slave colony in Africa with 
the gospel that they actually sold themselves into slavery just to reach people who would never be reached 
otherwise. There’s no coming back from that. I can’t even imagine that. But that’s the power of the gospel. 
They’re just doing what their early church brothers and sister did to reach people for Jesus. 


Third, because we have such a shameful history of slavery in America we need to be careful and tasteful with 
how we address this issue. We don’t need to pander to the social justice nonsense that wants us to forever 
apologize and forever spend billions of dollars or somehow admit guilt that we don’t have. But the effects of 
racism and slavery are still alive. When we lived in Kentucky there were still KKK meetings just 30 minutes 
away from us. People still talked about the war of northern aggression. I had black friends who complained 
about white bias. How much of that is made up and how much of that is real is impossible to know. But we can 
show grace and love and compassion. 


And listen, we tell them them the gospel. That no matter what their situation is, they can be redeemed by Jesus 
and they can live for Jesus. Whether they are at the very highest end of the social ladder or at the very lowest 
end, through faith in Jesus God can give them an inheritance that is unfading, undefiled and kept in heaven for 
them. 


Pray 


