
I Intro. (May 27, 2007) 

 This section on the master slave 

relationship may not seem to apply to modern 

times because slavery has been done away, at least 

in our country. Notice also that it comes on the 

heels of the discussion on family relationships. 

This is so probably because of how close slaves 

were to the ancient family that had the means for 

slaves. The picture drawn here is indeed very 

different from our modern environment, but 

nevertheless there does seem to be a general 

parallel between the master–slave relationship and 

the employer–employee relationship. 

 Slaves are directly addressed and 

commanded to obey their masters as they would 

obey the Lord (3:22-23). These slaves would one 

day face the consequences for their conduct (3:24-

25). Masters also have an accounting before the 

Master in heaven (4:1). 

 

II The Ultimate Incentive for Working (Col. 3:22-

4:1) 

 A. Obey masters as obeying the Lord 

(3:22-23) 

  1. (vs. 22) Slaves were people who 

were owned by and therefore, “completely 

controlled by’”
1
 another human being. As above 

regarding family members, “slaves (OiJ dou'loi)” 
are directly addressed. That assumes several 

things: they were in the church, they were listening 

to this letter being read at some point, what they 

did in their various tasks mattered, they cared 

about what was right, and that God cared about 

them.  

Paul’s directives to them gave instruction 

about how to live as slaves. The Bible neither 

condemns slavery nor encourages it. Paul began 

no campaign to end it. He was not a politician. He 

even sent the runaway slave, Onesimus, back to 

his master, Philemon (Phile. 12), even though he 

might have kept him as a useful minister for 

himself (vs. 13). There is a latent hint that 

Philemon might possibly release Onesimus to do 

just that (vs. 14). Paul encouraged slaves to accept 

their freedom given the chance to do so: “Were 

you called while a slave? Do not worry about it; 

                                                 
1Louw, Johannes P. and Eugene Albert Nida. Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament  : Based on 

Semantic Domains. electronic ed. of the 2nd edition. New York: United Bible societies, 1996, c1989. 1:471. 

but if you are able also to become free, rather do 

that” (1Cor. 7:21).  

The truth is that slavery held great 

potential for vast wealth in the age to come. So if 

one were a slave in the ancient world, having little 

choice regarding his station in life, he was to live 

with a view to what God thought about his 

performance and its potential enormous rewards in 

the age to come. This paragraph was clearly 

intended to be an encouragement to slaves. 

As with children above, Paul’s simple 

command to slaves was, “obey 

(uJpakouvete present, active, imperative),” 

meaning simply, “to follow instructions…be 

subject to.”
2
 Notice the scope of the obedience, “in 

all things (kata; pavnta)” or “in all respects.”
3
 

There is no area outside of the realm of the 

requirement to obey, except an express command 

to sin, of course, as is always the case (Acts 4:19; 

5:29). 

Slaves of course were to obey “those who” 

were their “masters (kurivoi") on earth 

(kata; savrka),” literally, their “Lords according to 

the flesh,” that is, those, “in charge by virtue of 

possession,”
4
 that is, their human owners and 

controllers. 

There were guidelines for this obedience. It 

was to be done, “not with external service 

(mh; ejn ojfqalmodouliva/ ‘Pauline word [here only 

and Eph. 6:6]’
5
),” literally, “not with eyeservice”

6
 

with the sense, “while the master’s eye was on the 

slave and no longer,”
7
 and is therefore, “service 

that is performed only to make an impression in 

the owner’s presence.”
8
 It is therefore an act of 

hypocrisy because it is designed to deceive the 

master into thinking that this is service 

characteristic of the slave, which it is not, that is, it 

is “service that is not sincerely rendered but 

functions only for sake of appearance.”
9
 Such a 

slave should realize that Somebody Else sees all.  
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Evidently what is characteristic of such 

people is that they are acting, “as those who 

merely please men (ajnqrwpavreskoi).” The term 

signifies, “studying to please men (anthroµpos, 
man, areskoµ, to please), (and) designates, ‘not 

simply one who is pleasing to men …, but one 

who endeavours to please men and not God’ 

(Cremer).”
10

 This is the opposite of Paul’s prayer 

in Col. 1:10, “that you may walk in a manner 

worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, 

bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in 

the knowledge of God.” Likewise, Eph. 5:10 

mentions, “trying to learn what is pleasing to the 

Lord.” Merely seeking men’s approval is an evil 

pattern and is an impediment to faith (cf. Jn. 5:44). 

In strong contrast (ajll!) to serving with 

men’s perspective as the controlling dynamic, 

slaves should obey “with sincerity (aJplovthti) of 

heart, fearing (fobouvmenoi) the Lord.” The Greek 

word for sincerity means, “singleness, 

simplicity…mental honesty…the virtue of one 

who is free from pretence and hypocrisy.”
11

 Such a 

person would have a, “singleness of purpose or 

motivation,”
12

 marked by “personal integrity 

expressed in word or action (cp. our colloq. ‘what 

you see is what you get’),”
13

 resulting in, 

“undivided service.”
14

 A slave of this kind would 

not try to fake out his master, instead he is 

conscious of God’s presence while, “fearing the 

Lord,” that is, having, “such awe or respect for”
15

 

God, “as to involve a measure of fear”
16

 resulting 

in showing, “great respect for”
17

 Him with 

appropriate worshipful service designed to please 

Him, and not mere men. 

 2. (vs. 23) Slaves may have had a 

broad range of duties, and most were menial, yet 

Paul said, “Whatever you do (o} eja;n poih'te),” an 

expression that is illimitable in its scope, outside 

of which lay nothing, “do your work heartily 

(ejk yuch'" ejrgavzesqe),” literally, “work (‘an 
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advance upon poih'te’18
) out of (the) soul,” that is, 

“do or accomplish someth. through work”
19

 and 

with the appropriate attitude, “not from servile 

constraint, but with hearty good will.”
20

 The term 

“soul” here is used as the “seat and center of the 

inner human life,”
21

 here more precisely in 

reference to, “feelings and emotions”
22

 with the 

meaning, “from the heart, gladly.”
23

 The sense 

seems to be to do it with one’s whole “heart and 

soul.” This inner motive is to work in a manner, 

“as for the Lord rather than for men,” which is, 

“external service” (vs. 22). “In this sense, there is 

no difference between secular and sacred work. 

All is sacred.”
24

 

“All Christian endeavor ought to be 

characterized by an enthusiasm, confidence, and 

diligence not found in the attitude of others.”
25

 

B. These slaves would one day face the 

consequences for their conduct (3:24-25). 

 1. (vs. 24) Paul still is directly 

addressing the slaves from vs. 23. They are to 

comply with his command literally to work 

heartily because of the certain knowledge that they 

have, “knowing that from the Lord you will 

receive (ajpolhvmyesqe, lemma, ajpolambavnw) the 

reward (ajntapovdosin) of the inheritance 

(klhronomiva").” The slaves in Paul’s readership 

knew this probably because they had been taught it 

by Epaphras. The word “receive” (ajpolhvmyesqe) 
is probably to be understood, “As (a) commercial 

t.t. (s. ajpevcw) receive,”
26

 that is, “to receive in full 

what is due,”
27

 equal to the meaning of ajpevcw. 

The slaves would receive, “the reward of the 

inheritance,” or the reward, “‘which consists in the 

inheritance,’ the genitive of apposition.”
28

 

“Reward” translates the Greek, ajntapovdosin 
[antapodoma], referring to, “that which is given to 
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someone in exchange for what has been done,”
29

 

“whether positive or negative.”
30

 “Inheritance” 

commonly refers to, “that which is received from a 

deceased person—…‘teacher, tell my brother to 

divide with me the inheritance’ Lk 12.13,”
31

 “but 

only in a few cases in the Gospels has it the 

meaning ordinarily attached to that word in 

English, i.e., that into possession of which the heir 

enters only on the death of an ancestor,”
32

 

although the death of Christ makes an inheritance 

possible, and we do benefit from his inauguration 

of the last will and testament of God, the new 

covenant. All believers receive some form of 

inheritance just because we are believers (cf. Gal. 

3:18; Eph. 1:14, 18), but there is a conditional 

inheritance as well. If one does what is right he 

receives it, if not he loses it. That is obviously the 

case here, and in the parallel passage of (Eph. 6:7 

though the term “inheritance” does not appear 

there). This inheritance is apparently on reserve in 

heaven for us (1Pt. 1:4), but whether we receive it 

or not remains to be seen. 

Constable quotes Dillow as saying, “The 

inheritance is a reward which is received as 

‘wages’ for work done. Nothing could be plainer. 

The context is speaking of the return a man should 

receive because of his work, as in an employer-

employee relationship. The inheritance is received 

as a result of work; it does not come as a gift. The 

Greek antapodosis means repayment or reward. 

The verb antapodidomi never means to receive as 

a gift; it is always used in the New Testament of a 

repayment due to an obligation”
33

 (“Joseph C. 

Dillow, The Reign of the Servant Kings, p. 68.”
34

). 

Then Paul offered the simple reminder, “It 

is the Lord Christ whom you serve.” It could be 

understood as an imperative, “Serve the Lord 

Christ.” He has effectively said that already in vs. 

23. So he is probably simply saying that the slaves 

should realize that they are serving “the Lord 

Christ,” as opposed to serving merely earthly 

masters. 
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 2. (vs. 25) Here Paul further 

explained the reality of unavoidable consequences 

for personal conduct as believers, here viewed 

negatively (positively in Eph. 6:8): “For (ga;r) he 

who does wrong (oJ...ajdikw'n),” literally, “the man 

who is ‘wronging,’” he himself, “will receive 

(komivsetai) the consequences of the wrong which 

he has done,” literally, “will receive that which he 

has wronged.” “Will receive (komivsetai)” 
translates the Greek meaning, “to bear, 

carry…Middle Voice, to bear for oneself, 

hence…to receive back,”
35

 and then, “to cause 

someone to experience something on the basis of 

what that person has already done.”
36

 BDAG says, 

“to come into possession of someth. or experience 

someth., carry off, get (for oneself), receive freq. 

as recompense, mid…pay, wages.”
37

 

The often wronged slave might have 

thought that he was justified in doing wrong. Such 

was not the case, however, because the principle 

of the verse applied, “without partiality 

(proswpolhmyiva),” which is to decide something 

by face, and is, “the fault of one who, when 

responsible to give judgment, has respect to the 

position, rank, popularity, or circumstances of 

men, instead of their intrinsic conditions, 

preferring the rich and powerful to those who are 

not so,”
38

 or in the case of God regarding the 

slave, “preferring the poor and the weak to those 

who are not,” something of which He is not 

capable. “For there is no partiality with God” (Rm. 

2:11). God judges according to fact, not according 

externals whether they be those preferred by men 

or disdained by men. For Him to do otherwise 

would be for Him, “to make unjust distinctions 

between people by treating one person better than 

another”
39

 on superficial grounds. Thus, “Slipshod 

service, cheating, loafing, or other forms of 

insincerity will not go unnoticed.”
40

 (Cf. on Eph. 

6:9, “masters, do the same things to them,” 

Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown say, “He will not, in 
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judging, acquit”
41

 you because you are, “a master, 

or condemn him because he is a servant.”
42

) 

The principle of this statement probably 

goes beyond the slave-master milieu, though 

Lightfoot thinks simply that, “both” slave and 

master “are included”
43

 here. Rather, because this 

statement is explicative, it is best to see it as a 

universal principle for all believers that in context 

applies primarily to slaves, though by the nature of 

the case, masters cannot be excluded. 

C. Masters also have an accounting before 

the Master in heaven (4:1). 

 1. (vs. 1) Lest slave owners and 

controllers, namely, the “masters (oiJ kuvrioi),” 
suppose that what was said above has no bearing 

on them, they should face the truth. It does. 

Therefore, they are commanded, “grant 

(parevcesqe) to your slaves justice (divkaion) and 

fairness (ijsovthta),” that is, they should, “cause”
44

 

these things “to happen”
45

 in the case of their own 

slaves. Lightfoot says, parevcesqe (grant) means, 

to “‘exhibit on your part.’ The middle…‘to afford 

from oneself,’…Here the idea is ‘reciprocation,’ 

the master’s duty as corresponding to the 

slave’s.”
46

 The slave has his divinely appointed 

responsibilities, likewise the master has his. 

Clearly masters have the power to bring 

about “justice (divkaion),” that which is, “in 

accordance with what God requires,”
47

 and so, 

“right,”
48

 and “fairness (ijsovthta),” which refers 

to, “the state of being equal,”
49

 so that there is 

“equity.”
50

 (The term is translated “equality” in 

2Cor. 8:14 in a financial context.) “When 

connected with to; divkaion, the word naturally 

suggests an even-handed, impartial treatment.”
51
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Just as slaves had the necessary knowledge 

to know why to do right (Col. 3:24), so also 

masters had the necessary knowledge to treat their 

slaves fairly: “knowing that you too have a Master 

in heaven.” The implications of this statement are 

both temporal and eternal. An unfair master was 

subject to divine discipline here and now (Jm. 5:4-

5), and faced loss of rewards at the coming 

judgment seat of Christ. 

 

III Conc. 

 “Principles in Colossians 3:22-25 for 

Christian slaves may be applied today to Christian 

employees. If more Christian employees today 

served their employers with genuine concern and 

as though they were serving God, quality and 

productivity would increase dramatically!…If 

employers of nonslaves today 

manifested…compassionate and impartial care for 

their employees, certainly their employees’ 

motivation to work would radically improve.”
52

 

Interestingly “wherever the gospel has gone, 

slavery has been uprooted and eliminated,”
53

 even 

though, “The gospel does not overthrow social 

institutions by revolution.”
54
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