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On Friday, June 24th, the prayers of millions of Christians over the last 50 

years were answered as the Supreme Court overturned Roe Vs. Wade, 

returning the issue of abortion to local states to decide. In many states, this 

means that abortion will be banned or limited while other states may take 

an aggressively pro-abortion stand. So, the fight to defend life continues.  

 

Ultimately the sanctity of human life is not a mere political issue, but a 

moral issue. Human life, created in God’s image (Gen 1:26-27), is of utmost 

importance to Him. Psalm 139:13-16 attributes every aspect of an infant’s 

development to God’s creative genius (Ps 139:13-16). Therefore, the 

sanctity of life is not determined by the level of a fetus’s maturation, but by 

the fact that God has ordained an individual life, which is initially manifested 

through conception. In Jeremiah 1:5 God said to the prophet, “Before I 

formed you in the womb I knew you, And before you were born I 

consecrated you…” (cf. Job 3:3). Only God, has the right to preside over the 

boundaries of life (Acts 17:25) and death (Dt 5:17; Job 1:21). And He is the 

avenger of those who usurp that right (Ex 21:22-23; Amos 1:13), especially 

in the case of children and others who are disadvantaged (Ex 22:21-24; Ps 

10:12-18; Pr 22:22-23; 23:10-11). To willingly take the life of another, 

regardless of age or maturity, is to violate the sovereign will and law of God 

(Dt 5:17). He hates the shedding of innocent blood (Prov 6:17).  

 

But it’s also important for you to know that God is just, not only in holding 

to account those who intentionally end the life of child, but that He is also 

just to extend forgiveness and healing to those who turn to Him for mercy 

and come under the redeeming blood of Christ. If you or someone you 

know has had an abortion, the death of Christ is more than sufficient to 

cover their guilt and the only means by their conscience can be reconciled 

to God.  

 

Today, while we grieve over the deaths of 65 million aborted children, we 

also rejoice that there is greater freedom to defend life in our nation. Will 

you stand with me as we give public thanks to God and join me in praying 

that many lives will be saved both physically and spiritually in the days to 

come.  

 

[Prayer] 

 

As we turn our attention to Colossians 3 and another topic that stirs up 

questions about social justice, It’s important to remember that the sanctity 

of human life is about more than just abortion. Seeing one another as image 

bearers of God has implications for our everyday relationships at many 

levels. The sanctity of human life means that we value and treasure the 

worth of each person as an image-bearer of God. This is why we must not 

only defend life from violent death but also seek to preserve life, honoring 

the sanctity of human life by caring for the sick and the hungry. It also 

means treating each other with dignity and respect. For example, James 3:9 

strongly rebukes those who use their tongue to both bless the Lord and 

curse people who are made in His image.  

 

Given this wider understanding of the sanctity of human life, all people 

should be regarded with equality, dignity, and worth by virtue of their 

humanness that bears God’s image, even though they may not steward 

their lives in a God-honoring way.  That sanctity of human life means that 

we don’t consider others sub-human regardless their sinful lifestyle or lesser 

things such as race, education, etc. Every person should be regarded with 

human dignity.  

 

So what do we do when we come to Colossians 3:22-4:1 where Paul 

addresses slaves and masters? Doesn’t the sanctity of human life apply to 

slavery? Shouldn’t Christians consider slavery a moral evil? And if so, how 

can Paul instruct slaves to obey their masters without condoning slavery?  

 

Does the Bible condone or promote slavery? I believe the answer is no! But 

now the burden of proof is on me to demonstrate from this text how Paul’s 

teaching undermines rather than promotes slavery as we think of it today. 

More precisely, why did Paul not call for the abolition of slavery?  

 

The place to begin is with some historical background to help us grasp the 

complexities of viewing this topic through multiple historical and cultural 



lenses. In other words, we have to be careful to not read our understanding 

of American slavery into the first century.  

 

Here are some things to consider. “Slavery was an integral part of the social 

and economic world of the first century.”1 Its estimated that up to a third of 

the population may have been slaves who served in a wide variety of 

capacities—from the dreaded salt mines to the more prestigious work of 

running businesses and raising children. First century slavery was not 

racially driven like it was in American history and while forced slavery 

existed, many also voluntary sold themselves into slavery.2  

 

Furthermore, freedom or liberation was not seen as an obvious or better 

option in the first century. Freed slaves often found themselves in harder 

circumstances. If a master were to immediately release his slaves, he would 

most likely be condemning them to a life of poverty and starvation.3 The 

highest duty to which a Christian master could be called was not setting his 

slave free, but to love that slave with the self-giving love of Christ4 and to 

uphold the sanctity of human life by treating them with justice and fairness.  

 

In addition to some of these nuances of first century slavery, we also need 

to take into consideration the experience of the early church. Slavery was an 

entrenched reality that Christians could not change in their day or ignore.5 

NT Christians were a tiny religious group living under a powerful 

authoritarian empire with little ability to influence government policy or to 

expediently impact social norms. More importantly, the early church did not 

have its eyes set on social reform but on advancing the gospel within a 

broken and corrupt society. We live in a very unique time and place where 

we can call for social change. But the early church was not placing its hope 

in socio-political reform, but in the return of Christ. They viewed their early 

status as trivial in comparison to external spiritual realities.6 

 

 
1 Doug Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and Philemon (Pillar series), pg. 371.  
2 Ibid.  
3 Similarly, Deut 28:68 indicates that in antient history, slavery was not considered 

the worst condition, but rather not being able to find a buyer to purchase you (as a 

slave) out of extreme poverty and starvation.  

So just what was Paul’s approach to slavery then? Rather than focusing on 

external social reform, Paul zeros in on the internal transformation of the 

gospel—the implications of believers living under the Lordship of Jesus 

Christ that in time would undermine the very premise of slavery. Paul does 

two things. He focuses on the lordship of Christ as the one true Master 

while implementing the sanctity of human life by the way Christians are to 

relate to one another with equality as brothers and sisters in Christ.  

 

For example, Paul is honoring the sanctity of human life in several ways by 

giving these instructions. First, contrary to culture, he addresses slaves as 

morally responsible individuals capable of Christian virtue—he calls them up 

to an equal place of standing in the church. Second, he brings masters under 

the accountability of serving Christ. That is, masters are to see themselves 

as slaves of Christ, rendering justice and fairness to those who serve them 

(1).7 In other words, Paul elevates slaves and humbles masters to see 

themselves on an equal plane as brothers and sisters in the church. They 

still have differing roles of leading and following, but can you see how 

viewing each other as fellow brothers and servants of Christ will eventually 

prove fatal to slave-ownership of others.  

 

So, what are these verses about slaves and masters doing in the Colossians 

3? Paul is simply speaking into their present situation as slaves and masters, 

while demonstrating how their roles and relationships radically change as a 

result of following Christ. All believers should see themselves as servants of 

Christ, the one true master.  

 

Now as we take a closer look at Paul’s instructions, it may seem at first that 

these verses are obsolete—we have neither slaves nor masters in our 

culture.  The closest parallel would be employer-employee relationships 

which are far from equivalent to first century slavery. Yet, there are general 

principles here about relating to on another out of reverence for Christ that 

are very practical for our vocational relationships and beyond.  

4 Moo, 372.  
5 David Garland, NIV Application Commentary: Colossians, 248.  
6 Moo, 372.  
7 Paul had no interest in helping masters run their salves more efficiently, as was 

the common approach of philosophers in Paul’s day (Garland, 248).  



 

Here's the heart of what these verses have to do with us: Because every 

relationship is subject to the ultimate authority of Christ, we must relate 

to each other out of reverence for Christ. Every one of us in accountable to  

the Lord for honoring God for how we treat each other.  

 

Notice that the focus of these verses is on Jesus’ supreme place as Lord. The 

term kurios (Lord) is used 7 times in this short passage, 5 of which refer to 

Christ (same Greek word for master and Lord). Slaves are to fear the Lord 

(22), work for the Lord (23), and receive reward from the Lord (24), while 

masters in 4:1 are to be mindful for the Lord in heaven.  

 

Here Paul is pressing us to see two ways our relationships are transformed 

when we live out of reverence for Christ.  

 

1. Those who serve can serve with God-pleasing ambition as though 

serving the Lord, knowing that Christ rewards faithfulness and 

punishes wrongdoing (Col 3:22-25).  

 

[22-25] In vs. 22, Paul begins by calling slaves to serve with wholehearted 

obedience. The life and character of Christ within us does not manifest 

rebellion. Certainly there are times when we need to disobey man in order 

to obey God, but here Paul’s concern is the inconsistency of living an 

unnecessary rebellious life as a Christian. We know from 4:9 that along with 

this letter to the Colossians Paul is sending Onesimus, a runaway slave back 

to his master, Philemon. Both Onesimus and Philemon had recently been 

converted and the book of Philemon is about how they should now relate to 

each other as brothers in Christ. Paul is instructing slaves to serve their 

masters with integrity in vs. 22 because they represent Christ. In Titus 2:9-

10, Paul said it this way: “Urge bondslaves to be subject to their own 

masters in everything, to be well-pleasing, not argumentative, not pilfering, 

but showing all good faith that they may adorn the doctrine of God our 

Savior in every respect.” That is, let your life give credibility to the gospel!  

 

Furthermore, vs. 22 demonstrates that our relationship with Christ changes 

our motivation for how we work or serve. Not merely to keep the boss 

happy. Not merely for external benefits, but with a sincerity or 

wholeheartedness out of the fear of the Lord. The fear of the Lord simply 

means wanting to please and not displease the Lord. You will never have to 

be concerned about your job performance if your motivation is to please 

God in your work. Paul literally says in vs. 23, put your whole heart into your 

work as though to are working for the Lord rather than for men.  

 

Then in vs. 24-25, Paul reminds us of both the positive and negative 

implications of living in the fear of the Lord. Vs. 24: “knowing that from the 

Lord you will receive the reward of the inheritance.” This is astonishing 

language for Paul to use of slaves who had no hope of inheritance. He 

reminds them that in Christ, as children of God, they have a heavenly 

inheritance awaiting them. God will be their ultimate rewarder regardless of 

how good their earthly master is to them. On the flip side, God also the one 

who will punish any wrongdoing in [vs. 25].  

 

They may be living as slaves, yet they are still accountable to live a life of 

integrity before God and men. Unlike a narrative that is being promoted 

today, being a victim (or perceived victim) does not entitle one to return evil 

for evil (or return halfhearted work for a lack of appreciation).  

 

The end of vs. 24 sums up Paul’s message to slaves (and God’s expectations 

for employees or whose who volunteer or serve in ministry): “It is the Lord 

Christ whom you serve!” He is your one true master. Just imagine the 

change of heart when you go to work tomorrow with the attitude that by 

serving people or go about your tasks, you are serving the Lord.  

 

2. Those who lead must lead with justice and fairness knowing that 

they are accountable to the Lord (Col 4:1).  

 

[4:1] This changes everything. Masters who are followers of Jesus can no 

longer live as though they have sole dominion or control over others. They 

must answer to Christ for how they treat those who serve them. They are 

commission by the Lord to provide justice for those they lead. Their hand of 

leadership is to be an extension of God’s righteous character. “Masters are 



not free to set their own standards on how they treat their [servants].”8 

Notice how slaves, who had no legal rights, were now to be regarded as 

recipients of justice from their masters. Can you see how Paul is gutting 

slavery of its abusive nature. Where Christ reigns as Lord over His people, 

slavery will be annihilated by the Lordship of Christ, the spirit of Christ, and 

the character of Christ in His people.  

 

Furthermore, Masters are to extend fairness or equality. They are to give 

them what they are due. Domination and leadership are two very different 

things. The inclination of our human hearts is to use one’s position for 

power and control that dominates other people. But true leadership in the 

biblical sense, issues care and concern over those under our charge and 

serves them by leading with the integrity of submitting to Christ and 

imitating His character. We are all servants of Christ, whether leading or 

following others.  

 

If we were to summarize what Paul has been teaching us in Colossians 3, it’s 

this: The gospel transforms every relationship by bringing Christ into it. You 

are one with Christ, no longer obligated to live according to the old patterns 

of your sinful flesh. As children of God we can related to each other with the 

heighted honor of brothers and sisters in Christ. Our character and 

demeanor become a reflection of Jesus Himself as we extend compassion, 

kindness, humility, gentleness, patience, forbearance, and forgiveness 

toward one another in love. When Christ and His gospel reigns in us (when 

the peace of Christ, the word of Christ, and the name of Christ govern all we 

say and do), we will relate to each other out of the spirit and character of 

Christ regardless of our roles.  

 

Church we are called to relate to each other and all people out of reverence 

for Christ! 

 

 

 

 

 
8 Garland, 251.  


