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May 23, 2020 WholeLife Seventh-day Adventist Church, 2800 N Orange Ave Orlando, FL 32804  
Paul’s Letter to the Colossians Orlandonians: Instructions for Christian Households 
Colossians 3:18-4:1 by Andy McDonald 
 
There seems to be a chronic lack of optimism in our world these days.  
 
Sure the evening news tries to throw in some “feel good” story at the end as if that would erase 
everything they’ve said for the first 28 minutes of what they ironically call news.  
 
We get little cheerful or funny or encouraging memes but they can’t counter our reality. As weird as it 
may sound we had sort of gotten use to news about terrorism. Our shells had hardened to bad things far 
away on the other side of the globe or even at a nightclub in Orlando or in an Elementary School like 
Sandyhook. 
 
Hate crimes perpetrated against a group other than our group we tried to push to the corners of our 
minds. 
 
Abused children, slave like conditions for migrant workers, opioid abuse and addiction, meth labs, crack 
 
Then we wonder if there is anybody on either side of the aisle in our government actually altruistically 
interested in we the people. 
 
I could go on and on, but then came this global pandemic and on the foundation of a divided world this 
invisible enemy brings more and inescapable disequilibrium. 
 
And we fear the unknown and invisible. And it just might be that we fear that our world is broken 
beyond repair.  
 
It was G.K. Chesterton who remarked that our nursery rhymes work best, though not necessarily written 
from Christian world view, work best and may illustrate deeper meanings when considered in the 
Christian context.  
 
Right now we may fear that Humpty Dumpty is both our story and that it matches the reality of our 
world. 
 
Humpty Dumpty sat on the wall 
Humpty Dumpty had a great fall 
All the kings horses and all the king’s men 
Couldn’t put Humpty together again.  
 
In our God abandoning moments we may have adopted this fatalistic view that things are beyond repair.  
Sin has deemed all as ultimately fatal.  There is no hope.  
 
This isn’t so.  Our God, the God of love and mercy and justice wants to reverse our Humpty Dumpty 
story.  
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This is the theme of God’s message for the Colossians and Orlandonians.  It is the what God is trying to 
tell us through Paul’s letter.  
 
Paul opened the letter reminding us that we’ve heard some good news, we call it the gospel  It is simply 
the truth about God’s great kindness towards sinners. 
 
So if we are in a Humpty Dumpty slump the first words of hope are about remembering God’s great 
kindness towards sinners. 
This great kindness has purchased us reserved seating in God’s kingdom. While we live in the “not yet” 
reality time frame of a fragmented Humpty Dumpty we have hope in the “what will be.” 
 
And right now, Listen God will strengthen you with all power so you even in this time will have all the 
endurance, and patience you need and will allow room for you to be filled with Joy. 
 
In the very first week in Colossians we discovered God’s promise to put our Humpty Dumpty world 
together again. 
 
While we have some mess on our hands right now, and at every stage of history since the fall and 
through our lives all the way to the second coming and the end of sin, JESUS has reconciled, brought 
into oneness, settled, united EVERYTHING in heaven and on earth by his blood on the cross.  
 
Maybe it is true that all the king’s horses and all the kings men, 
All of the world leaders, and all humanity combined can’t put Humpty together again, BUT God can.  
 
This may be extra challenging at times but there is nothing you or I face that is outside of the 
EVERYTHING that God has reconciled to himself in Jesus. 
 
Our Humpty Dumpty world is an impossibility, a hopeless mess if it is dependent on me and my 
performance and my ability to fix, but it is hopeful if I maintain the connection with the reality of Christ 
in me the hope of glory.  
 
We’ve learned in this letter that we can put together the best Humpty Dumpty rules for reassembly, and 
we can follow every one of them to our very best and it still won’t put Humpty together again. Instead 
we just trust Jesus and he will make all things new.  
 
We can trust God even in this tragic moment of Humpty Dumpty’s great fall.  He specializes in things 
thought impossible.  He who can speak stars in to being can put it all together again reassemble the 
pieces of our fragmented world.   
 
I’ve told you all this or reminded you of our journey through this letter to give you context for what 
comes now.  The words Paul writes here are rarely considered in this context.  In the context of God’s 
journey to put Humpty together again. That God is making all things new.  But this is what Paul is 
writing about.  
 
Other places he’s written that in Christ there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female.  
He told the Philippians to not only think about their own affairs, but to be interested in others too and 
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what they were doing. Paul writes in harmony with the teachings of Jesus that did more than flatten 
some curve.   
 
Jesus took a vertical axis of relationships with over and under, and he laid it down on it’s side creating a 
horizontal axis of relationships. 
 
This teaching of Jesus was so significant it’s recorded in Matthew Mark and Luke and then illustrated or 
demonstrated in John.  Here is a change of all social and societal structures, a revolutionary teaching of 
Jesus.  
 
Here it is as Matthew remembers it. Matthew 20:25-28  “But Jesus called them together and said,’ You 
know that in this world kings are tyrants, and officials lord it over the people beneath them. But among 
you it should be quite different.  Whoever wants to be a leader among you must be your servant, and 
whoever wants to be first must become your slave. For even I, the Son of Man, came here not to be 
served but to serve others, and to give my life as a ransom for many.’” 
 
These words of Jesus are radical in a fallen world.  They were astoundingly radical in the culture in 
which he spoke them and a couple of millenniums later they remain radical. But it was a shift Jesus 
modeled.  On the night of his betrayal in the upper room with a group of his closest followers who are 
still arguing about who gets the best seat, Jesus takes a towel and a basin and a pitcher and moves 
around the table and washes 24 feet, the work of a servant. 
 
Do you hear Jesus hollering into our broken Humpty Dumpty culture, “There is no Us and Them. . . just 
WE!” 
 
This is who WE are.  WE want what is good for US, the collective WE!   The circle of Kingdom life 
keeps enlarging to take all in and shut none out, we are one human family. This current pandemic like 
no other time in my lifetime has boldly reminded us that we ARE ONE HUMAN FAMILY! 
 
This is the context from which Paul writes.  But just like Jesus the night before the crucifixion washed 
12 men’s feet, Paul recognizes that in his culture his letter, while for all the saints at Colossae, will be 
overly hoarded by the socially powerful who are, the Free Men. 
 
In that culture there were basically four people groups and Paul will speak to each. But in that culture 
there was really one people group and then three subservient people groups.  
 
There were the Free Males—they had all the power period. This is why the disciples were bickering 
about who got the best seat. They already were in power and they wanted more.  The free males could 
command, demand, rule over and exploit the other three powerless people groups.  
 
In that culture a woman was the property of her father until he bartered her to her husband and then she 
became his and she was a second class citizen with two main duties: have babies and care for the home.  
She had no autonomy. 
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Children were considered an inconvenience at worst and a future asset at best. The father the free male 
had all the say, called all the shots for the life of the father.  He had absolute power to the point of life 
and death.  
 
The last people group were slaves who were considered living tools and could be well treated or abused.  
The master could make life good or miserable as the free male he had all the cards in his hand, absolute 
power of life and death.  
 
Thank God our world is better. Not perfect but better. It has been a journey of 2000 years for the 
teachings of Jesus to alter these first century realities.  So when we read the words of Paul we need to 
clean our ears of 21st century understanding and discover how it is a progressive step, part of the from 
Jesus to today. Teachings that have created a world that officially condemns slavery (while it is still too 
prevalent), supports the rights of children (while still too many are exploited) and by in large supports 
the rights of women (while in actual practice equality has still not fully arrived.)  
 
One story before we read today’s verses.   
The year was 1710.  35 years before that, just 9 years after the great London fire, Christopher Wren 
began his most ambitious architectural project, the rebuilding of St. Paul’s Cathedral, a most 
magnificent building from which our nation’s capital building was copied.   
 
It took Wren 35 years to finish and by then he was an old man.  He was pleased to escort Queen Ann on 
a 3 hour detailed tour.  At the end of this elaborate tour showing her majesty the work of 35 years of his 
creative genius, he waited for the reaction of the Queen.  In curt British form she responded to his work 
in three short sentences. She said, “It is awful.  It is artificial. It is amusing.” 
 
Imagine 35 years of life poured into this project and you get this response. The one person’s opinion that 
matters more to you than anyone else’s in the whole world was summed up in these three adjectives.  
 
Sir Christopher Wren’s biographer says that on hearing her response, he sank to his knees, breathed a 
sigh of relief, and thanked her majesty for her graciousness.  How on earth was that possible?  
 
The reason is that in 1710 the word awful meant awe inspiring, the word artificial – artistic, and the 
word amusing meant amazing.  
 
So what sounds so negative to our 21st century ear must mean something different.  
 
With this background we now turn to our text. Colossians 3:18 and following. But most of this 
background was for us to try and hear with 1st century ears. 
 
“You wives must submit to your husbands, as is fitting for those who belong to the Lord. 
 
This section is called in many translations, “Instructions for Christian Households” Paul begins with 
wives because, while his primary message may be directed to the Free Males, if he starts there they 
won’t be  able to hear.  So before we see what he says directly to the free males lets finish the three 
subservient groups.   
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“You children must always obey your parents, for this is what pleases the Lord.” Vs 20  
 And  
“You slaves must obey your earthly masters in everything you do.” 
 
We hear these instructions to these three repressed groups and our 21st century American ears recoil and 
are repulsed.  This was the reality of the culture of the day. 
 
Whatever we may think of these words we must remember that this is the same Paul who is 
unquestionably clear that “In Christ” There is no male nor female, slave nor free.   
 
The same Paul that insists we be humble and think of others as better than yourself (and this would 
include wife, children and slave)  It is proper understanding of Paul that unites with Jesus change of axis 
of relationship that has eventually changed and if we are faithful will continue to bring caring and 
serving of one another more and more into our reality.  
 
We hear the future in Paul’s orders to the free males. 
 
Husbands, LOVE your wives and never treat them harshly. 
We know what Paul means when he says “Love your wives” 
Love- be patient and kind, not jealous or boastful or proud or rude. Don’t demand your own way, don’t 
be irritable, keep no record of being wronged, never give up, never lose faith, always be hopeful and 
endure through every circumstance.  
 
Regarding children: Fathers, don’t aggravate your children.  That’s the prohibition, but the 
corresponding prescription would be the opposite, the antonyms to aggravate. 
 
Father’s aid, help, please, calm, make happy, sooth, gladden, improve, relieve, soften, appease your 
children.  
 
After wives and children there is in 4:1 the word to the free male regarding the slave.  
 
“Masters, grant your slaves justice and fairness, knowing that you too have a Master in heaven.” 
 
Our ears hear and we 21st century people cringe and when the first century ears heard it they too cringed, 
if they caught the implication, if they heard justice and fairness not as better treatment of slaves but 
instead heard the clear call to brotherhood to the axis of just and fair relationships being horizontal, 
called to serve the slave for the sake of Christ.   
 
Our ears hear wives submitting, and children obeying and slaves obeying and we may fail to see Paul 
correctly advancing the ball down the field as part of the journey from then to now and for us to carry 
on.  
 
What is the message for us? I believe it is the message to those people in Colossae. 
 
First, work within the cultural framework that is yours to make it better. 
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Second, there is hope God will put Humpty together again but better and truer and more right and 
eventually flawless. 
 
Third recognize that anywhere there is oppression, 
Anywhere there is domination, anywhere some are using their power to hold somebody down and 
exploit them that we, WE are called to work for that to be no more, WE are to call people to live the way 
Jesus chose to relate.  
 
Listen our world is a Humpty Dumpty story but we know it can change. It can be put back together 
again.  We know this because ours is a Humpty Dumpty story and God has reconciled all things to 
himself.  WE are perfect in Christ.  To each other we look pretty messed up. All of our pieces don’t 
match up perfectly. There are some poor glue jobs putting us back together.  Some pieces still missing. 
But in the eyes of God our creator and redeemer we are perfect in Christ and we have hope for the day 
when our God will wipe out all levels of distinction and recreate a perfect Humpty Dumpty world and 
until then we will keep trying to make this world a better place for ALL.   
 
Ben Zander set up a program that allowed him to take a group of American high school students to 
England for a year for which they would receive a full year’s credit for school. He put together a 
program of music, art, philosophy, and English and they all housed in a rented house in London.  Each 
week a scholar would come to a dinner cooked by the students and talk to them about his or her 
particular field.   
 
On one occasion he invited his father, Walter Zander, who had devoted a lifetime to thinking and 
writing about conflict, especially the conflict between Jews and Arabs. By candlelight over a dinner into 
which the students had put extra care, he began by describing the whole sweep of Jewish history 
reaching back to the days of Abraham. He poured his passion into the tale—the great biblical stories, the 
medieval ages, the accomplishments in the arts and sciences, the story of the Diaspora and the tragedy of 
the Holocaust.  He brought the whole saga down to rest on the tiny sliver of land called Palestine in 
1947, the year the land was partitioned between Arabs land Jews so that the Jews could have a 
homeland.  
 
Then he went back and narrated the whole sweep of the history of the Arab people.   He again started 
with Abraham, the acknowledged ancestor of the Arabs as well as of the Jews.  He spoke of Arabic 
sciences and learning, the magnificent library at Alexandria, the great artistic achievements—the 
tapestries and the architecture, the music and the literature, the folkloric Tales of the Arabian Nights.  
Above all he spoke of the legendary courtesy of the Arab people.  
 
What was most striking was that he seemed to speak with equal enthusiasm whether he was speaking 
about the Jews or the Arabs.   
When he brought the great four-thousand-year saga of the Arab people down to the same little sliver of 
land called Palestine in the year 1947, one of the students exclaimed, “What a wonderful opportunity!  
What a privilege for both those peoples to share that land and that history!”  
 
Imagine if this sentiment had been the one guiding Arab and Jewish relations in the Middle East from 
1947 to the present.  
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There are so many fragmented pieces of poor Humpty Dumpty.  
And tragically we have grabbed a piece identified it as US and have alienated ourselves from all the 
other pieces of THEM. 
 
More often than not history is a record of conflict between Us and Them. 
Us and Them Nationally 
Us and Them Ethnically 
Us and Them by skin color 
Us and Them by money 
Us and Them by education 
Us and Them by age 
Us and Them by gender 
Us and Them by Husband and Wife 
Us and Them by Parent and child 
Us and Them by Powerful and powerless masters and slaves employers and employees 
 
And God calls us to draw bigger circles that take in the thems and discover a WE not perfect yet, but 
together WE can work to make this world a better place for ALL. 
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