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Reformed Relationships 

 
INTRO to SCRIPTURE 
 
This is our third week with the letter to the 
Colossians, attributed to the Apostle Paul.  
In Paul’s letters we find God talk about how 
the early church experienced the fullness of 
God in Jesus of Nazareth.  The letters also 
give practical advice about how to be 
followers of Jesus.  Paul had no idea that 
anyone would some day consider his letters 
to be sacred scripture.  So, it’s important to 
remember that he was writing advice for his 
time. 
 
Today’s reading fits in the advice column 
category.  We might want to think of it as a 
“Dear Abby” response to a question about 
what difference being Christian makes in 
day to day living.  This reading will remind 
us how cultural norms vary and even how 
Christian interpretation of cultural norms 
change.  First, we will try to understand 
how it might be “good news” at that time.  
Then we will ponder what is the good news 
for us today. 
 
SERMON 
 
Family life is often the context for our 
greatest joys and our deepest challenges.  
not easy.  This has been true throughout 
human history.  It is also true that the 
cultural norms and expectations of family 
life change.   
 
 
 

Not that long ago we would not have had a 
conversation with the children as we did 
today in the Children’s Time. (We talked about 

family rules and I asked them what rules they have 

for their parents.)  It used to be that Children 
were seen but not heard.   
 
Some of you may have had today’s passage, 
or a similar one, read at your wedding or a 
wedding you attended.  However, I find that 
most of the time today we avoid passages 
like this because they ignite the flame of 
culture wars and/or they touch on the pain 
of our own lives.   But it is crucial we take 
the time, on occasion, to unpack them.  
 
Every culture has its own mores – some 
helpful and others not so much. 
  
We are familiar with the statement - 
    A woman’s place is in the home. 
You may also be familiar with the creative 
counterpoint - 
    A woman’s place is in the house  
         and the senate. 
 
Every Christian generation grapples with 
the cultural norms they have inherited and 
struggles with how to live with the pressure 
of culture while also being called to do 
justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with 
God. 
 
 
 
In today’s passage we are reminded that in 
the Roman culture of New Testament times 



wives, children, and slaves were all property 
- the property of the male head of the 
household. They all had to obey.  Their very 
lives were in his hands. 
 
The writer of Colossians, much as we would 
like him to, doesn’t challenge the 
underlying premise of this practice.  Maybe 
he didn’t get the radical character of Jesus’ 
relationships with people.  Or maybe he did 
get it, but the pressure of the culture was 
just too intense.  It was already hard 
enough to be a Christian and he didn’t think 
they could make such a radical change that 
quickly. 
 
What he does do is challenge the head of 
the household to approach the 
relationships justly and fairly.  So, each time 
– with wives, children, and slaves – we hear 
first the expected mores of the time.  Then 
we hear what the writer of Colossians 
believes is the Christian corrective. 
 
He seems to be using the format that Jesus 
used in the Sermon on the Mount, where 
Jesus takes an expected teaching and adds 
a twist using the construct, 
       You have heard it said…. 
       But I say to you… 
 
So, in Colossians it would be… 
You have heard it said, 
   Wives be subject to your husbands. 
But I also say to you, 
   Husbands, love your wives  
   and never treat them harshly. 
 
You have heard it said, 
   Children, obey your parents in everything. 
But I also say to you 
   Fathers, do not provoke your children,  
   or they may lose heart. 
 

You have heard it said, 
     Slaves, obey your earthly masters 
     in everything. 
But I also say to you 
     Masters, treat your slaves justly  
     and fairly, for you know that you  
     also have a Master in heaven. 
 
It was a step in the right direction at that 
time.  The head of household was reminded 
that wives, children, and slaves are also 
people.   
 
At the same time, we are painfully aware of 
how these passages have been used over 
the centuries to justify ongoing sexism, 
racism, and mistreatment of children.  We 
are also painfully aware of the church’s role 
in this brokenness and violation – of this 
sin. 
 
We also celebrate the steps that parts of 
the church have taken over the centuries to 
challenge these cultural norms.  The church 
was at the forefront of insisting that women 
needed to give consent when they got 
married.  She could not be just an exchange 
of property from her father to her husband. 
 
These “household rules” come after a 
section where Paul’s emphasis is on the 
equality of the community in Christ.  At the 
beginning of today’s reading we hear  
 let the peace of Christ rule in our hearts and 
 Let the word of Christ dwell in us richly. 
That changes everything.  Jesus treated 
each person not only as human, but as fully 
human.  In fact, it so changes everything 
that we say, 
 
You have heard it said, 
   Wives, children, and slaves obey; 
   And husbands, fathers, and masters  
   be kind and just. 



But we say, 
  Each person is created in God’s own image. 
   No one is “owned” by another.   
 
There are so many issues we could explore 
related to this reading:  domestic violence, 
human trafficking, child abuse, unjust 
economic practices – the list goes on. 
 
But considering the testimonies of the 
teenage survivors of the assault on the high 
school in Parkland, Florida, the words that 
have been echoing for me all week are: 
     Do not provoke your children, 
     Or they may lose heart. 
 
I heard someone this week refer to this 
generation of teenagers as the  
      School shooting generation. 
      
There are many factors in improving life for 
our children –changes in gun regulations,  
changes in regulations about responses to 
people with threatening behavior, attention 
to violence in movies and video games, 
attention to issues of masculinity in the 21st 
century.  We should not be wasting time 
fighting over which of these are the primary 
problem.  They all need our attention.   
 
The most important thing is to pay 
attention to the Parkland children 
themselves and to the teenagers in our own 
communities- to work with them and let 
them work with us.  How we respond to 
them in these days will set the course for 
their trust and hope for years and decades 
to come.   
 
 
     Do not provoke your children, 
     Or they may lose heart. 
 

In the testimonies about Jesus we can see 
that amid peoples’ struggles he gave them 
heart.  He strengthened their hearts.  He 
emboldened their hearts.  He gave them a 
heart of hope. 
 
As we follow in the way of Jesus, 
May the peace of Christ rule in our hearts.  
And may the word of Christ dwell in us 
richly. 
 
 
 
 


