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ABIDE 
• Use your preferred Bible study method to read and explore Colossians 3:22-4:1 and 

Ephesians 6:5-9.  

• Read through the Teaching Plan, review the questions, and read the Commentary. 
Record your insights for personal reflection and application and to use as 
conversation prompts for the group discussions. 

• Research the term Haustafel as it relates to the New Testament, focusing on 
Colossians 3:22-4:1 and Ephesians 6:5-9.  

o Why were these codes necessary for first century Christians who were subjects of 
the Roman empire?  

o Do they imply that Paul supported the institution of slavery?  
o How do these codes apply to us today? 

LEAD 
• Adapt the discussion questions to the employment status of your group members. 

This is especially important for groups that have retirees, homemakers, or self-
employed members. Stress the application of this week’s passages to everyone’s 
work. 

SHEPHERD 
• Connect with your members who are attending worship online. Ask them if they 

have questions about the sermon. Pray with and for them during your call. 

• Pray for you group members to honor God in their home and workplace and do all 
work for His glory.  
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MAIN POINT 
If we hope to honor God with our work, we must diligently seek to glorify God in the 
way we approach the jobs He gives us. 

OPEN 
• Prayer / Welcome / Announcements: firstnorfolk.org/thisweek 

• Ask the assistant group leader to mark attendance for your group and review the 
small group guidelines. 

INTRODUCTION 
As your group time begins, use this section to introduce the topic of discussion. 

What was your first real job? 

What would be your “dream job”? 

What eternal significance, if any, can you see in your current job? 

The Bible has plenty to say about work. Because work predates the fall of Adam and 
Eve (Gen. 2:15), we know that God’s original purposes for us involve work, and the way 
we go about it presents a testimony of Him. Believers who practice a biblical work ethic 
bring glory to God in the workplace. Believers who fail to practice a biblical work ethic, 
on the other hand, will present a hindrance to the gospel’s effectiveness in the world. 
The way we live for God should permeate all areas of life, and the workplace is no 
exception. 

UNDERSTANDING 
Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular 
topic. 
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HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ COLOSSIANS 3:22-4:1. 

Paul’s instructions in 3:22-25 originally applied to Christian slaves and masters, but the 
principles they contain are valid for all believers and are applicable to modern-day 
work relationships. 

What timeless principle in verse 22 relates to being an employee in today’s 
workplace? 

How would you contrast “external service” and work that is done with 
“sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord”? 

According to verse 22, why work hard if you can get by with minimum 
effort? 

Working with “sincerity of heart” means that we do our best no matter who’s watching, 
not just when the boss is present. Often it is easy to get by with minimum effort. 
However, Christians in the workplace should be motivated by their relationship with 
Christ to render the best service they can. 

Why do you work? What motivates you to do excellent work? 

What motivation does Paul mention in verse 23? 

At what point, if any, did you take seriously this idea that your work was “as 
unto the Lord”? 

We should examine our own motivations for excellence in work. Do we do it to please 
people? To get ahead? To make money? The highest and most meaningful motivation 
for our work is service to the Lord. 

First Corinthians 10:31 teaches us to do our best in whatever we do. In light 
of that verse, how can you honor God in your daily tasks? 

As Christians, why should we not think of work as being divided into 
categories of sacred and secular? 

This passage eliminates the distinction between sacred and secular work. All of life 
becomes sacred for the Christian. It is challenging to realize that we can honor God in 
our daily work. Our attitude toward work makes a great deal of difference. As 
Christians, we add an eternal dimension to our viewpoint. We know our ultimate 
reward for a job well done will come from the Lord. 

What additional motivation for quality work does Paul mention in verse 25? 
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The phrase “without partiality” suggests that God’s judgments are not based on 
external matters. A worker may wrong his employer and think he can get away with it. 
He will, however, be held accountable by God? 

Not all believers have good or even acceptable work situations. How should 
Christians respond to unfair treatment by their superiors at work? 

No slave could excuse his moral conduct simply because society had put him down. 
Sin will bring consequences “without partiality.” Likewise, Christian workers can never 
excuse poor performance because of unfair treatment at work. 

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ EPHESIANS 6:5-9. 

Why do you think Paul emphasized the importance of an employee’s attitude 
so much? What makes it especially challenging to practice biblical 
submission in the workplace? 

Read John 13:12-17. What do we learn about submission in the workplace 
through Jesus’ example? 

How might our community be different if people willingly submitted to their 
bosses and coworkers? How would your workplace be different? 

These verses in their first setting were a call to Christian slaves to obey their earthly 
masters, to always do good work, and to serve as if they were doing it for Christ. As 
Christian employees, we show respect for those who employ us by getting along with 
them, by doing good work all the time, and by keeping in mind our relationship with 
Christ. 

APPLICATION 
Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to 
their lives. 

Based on the passage we studied today, what should employers expect of 
employees? 

What should employees expect of employers? 

What step might you take this week to begin approaching your work with an 
eternal perspective? 

What changes are needed in your own work habits and relationships in order 
for you to point people to Christ in the way that you work? 
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PRAYER 
Ask God to give everyone in the group the grace needed to submit to authorities we 
work with. Ask God for help in approaching work with an eternal perspective that 
reflects Jesus’ submission to the Father. 

COMMENTARY 
COLOSSIANS 3:22-25 

In the last section of Colossians 3 Paul dealt with three sets of relationships: (1) 
husband and wife (3:18-19), (2) parent and child (3:20-21), (3) master and slave (3:22–
4:1). Paul addressed each relationship and gave instructions for each party. The section 
on servants and masters is somewhat long in comparison to the family section. This 
may be due to the unique situation in the Colossian church, where the runaway slave, 
Onesimus, was returning to his master, Philemon (Col. 4:9). 

In the first century, many of the early converts to Christianity were slaves, and they 
were accepted in the churches as brothers and sisters in Christ, and there likely were a 
large number of slaves in the congregation at Colossae. Some may wonder why Paul 
did not condemn slavery outright but instead gave slaves and masters instructions 
about pleasing God in their respective roles. Several insights help us understand Paul’s 
approach. First, the immediate context of this passage (3:18–4:1) deals with instructions 
to individuals on how to live in their respective roles. Second, the broad theme of the 
Book of Colossians is to combat a theological heresy regarding Christ, not to analyze 
social institutions. Third, while we cannot know all Paul was thinking as he wrote this 
letter, we can reasonably assume he knew a culture cannot be changed overnight. 
Interestingly, while the Bible does not condemn the institution of slavery outright, 
widespread acceptance of biblical principles (many of which are rooted in Paul’s 
writings) has been largely responsible for eliminating slavery in many societies 
throughout history. 

3:22. The Christian slaves were to serve genuinely. They were to recognize that their 
primary task was not to please their earthly masters, not to serve only when they were 
being watched. “External service” literally means “eye service,” a word that seems to 
have been coined by Paul. From the Greek words ophthalmos (eye) and douleia 
(service), this term indicates someone who needs watching. The tendency for all slaves 
was to work when the master watched, thereby easing their situations and, perhaps, 
qualifying them for favors. Paul spoke against that. The slave was to do his work for the 
lord, not for his earthly master. The all-seeing eye of the heavenly Master searched the 
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motivations of the heart. This is the first reference to the heavenly Master as the object 
of all the slave’s work. 

3:23. Paul continued the command to genuine service by urging slaves to “work 
heartily, as for the lord rather than for men.” This was an amazing and transforming 
command for the Christian slave, he was to do his work under the lordship of Christ. 

3:24. Paul’s sensitivity to the plight of the slave is seen in verse 24. Paul knew that most 
slaves’ lives were hard and were lived on the edge of subsistence. They were on their 
society’s lowest social and economic level. As slaves, they could look forward to little 
on this earth. Perhaps some rewards were given for good work, but there was no 
inheritance. In speaking of rewards, Paul challenged them to consider the fact that their 
rewards were spiritual. By roman law, slaves had no right to inherit anything. However, 
their reward for doing their jobs in the right spirit was an inheritance from the Lord 
himself. As Christian workers, we must remember that our ultimate inheritance comes 
from the lord, and it is a heavenly reward. Real riches may be found in the midst of 
earthly poverty. 

A second motivation for genuine service was the sovereignty of the lord: “it is the lord 
Christ whom you serve.” The rather unusual combination of “lord” and “Christ” 
without the term “Jesus,” points to two titles which were applied to the risen Jesus. 
“Christ” (Christos) referred to his messianic work; “Lord” (kyrios), to his sovereignty. 
Perhaps the combination served to remind the slaves of two truths. The first was that 
they were to be conscious of their salvation, which came from the same one who was 
their Master. If he cared enough to save, he could care for all their needs. The second 
was that the combination stresses two aspects of the lord’s work which apply especially 
to slaves. His work of salvation was a total redemption. They knew that they served a 
redeemer who is sovereign. He could deliver them in time, and he would deliver them 
in eternity. If, therefore, he allowed them to remain in slavery, he had some other plan 
for their lives. His plan temporarily overrode his deliverance. The slaves were reminded 
that the Christian slave really serves the lord. 

3:25. This verse is open to three interpretations. (1) Paul may have warned slaves they 
could not use their lowly, difficult station as an excuse for committing wrong. No slave 
could excuse his moral conduct simply because society had put him down. Even 
though a person was a slave, he was reminded that sin will bring consequences 
“without partiality.” The word translated “without partiality” literally means “to receive 
one’s face.” In other words, a person will not be judged by outward appearances but 
on the basis of reality. God is an impartial Judge. Because God is impartial, he would 
not favor slaves or excuse their sins because of their forced servitude. (2) Paul may have 



 

 Page 7 of 7 

indicated that masters would be penalized for mistreating their slaves. The slaves could 
be confident that God would mete out justice. (3) The verse could apply to both slaves 
and masters. This view, however, seems unlikely because the word for connects 3:25 
with 3:22-24, which specifically is addressed to slaves. 

COLOSSIANS 4:1 

4:1 In this verse Paul admonished those Christians who were slave owners. His word to 
masters is brief but inclusive. The Christian master’s duty to his slaves was to be fair 
and impartial toward them. 

The term “justice” is related closely to the term Paul used to describe people’s being 
made right with God in grace through Christ. The term would have reminded any 
thoughtful Christian slave owner of his need to relate to his slave on a plane above 
mere legal rights. The term “fairness” is often translated “equality” in Greek literature. 
In Paul’s day it was a term favored for describing the equality of people in a 
democracy. Paul meant that the slave owners were not to treat their slaves as beneath 
them. 

Paul confronted all who owned slaves with the fact that they were not the ultimate 
masters. Paul addressed them as “masters” and concluded by reminding them that 
they also had a “Master in heaven.” Christ was the Master of the slave owner, and this 
reality should guide the master’s relationship to the slave. The relationship should be 
one of love, redemption, and grace. 

EPHESIANS 6:5-9 

6:5-9. The New Testament, as well as the Old Testament, includes guidelines for slaves 
and slavery. These guidelines do not condone slavery, but provided ethical guidance 
for times and places where slavery existed. Paul’s claim that slaves and masters are 
equal before God would have shocked his contemporaries. Where the Roman law 
unfairly discriminated between master and slave, heavenly law does not. Paul’s words 
in this context provided groundwork for a new sense of brotherhood between races, 
and were later used to help inspire the anti-slavery movement. 

 

 


