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“Where the Rubber Meets the Road”

Colossians 3:15-4:1

“This is where the rubber meets the road."

I remember hearing that phrase from as far back as I can remember. Growing up in Akron, Ohio, at one time home to Firestone, Goodrich, Goodyear, and General Tires, that phrase had extra meaning. When I once complained about the smell of the rubber plants I was told, “That’s the smell of money."

The phrase, while owing its origin to car tires, means where theory meets reality. As Howard Hendricks writes, “The real test of spiritual life is how you relate at the reality level. That’s life. It’s not how many verses of Scripture you can quote or how much truth you can use to club people."
 In our text this evening, the rubber meets the road in our daily relationships.

The overarching theme of Paul’s letter to the Colossians is that Jesus Christ is sufficient as our Lord, our Life, and our Leader. In chapters 1 and 2 Paul developed the principle that Jesus Christ is sufficient as our Lord. In the second major section (3:1-4:1), Paul emphasizes the sufficiency of Christ as our Life.

Here Paul turns our attention to believers’ heavenly calling and their longing for the ultimate salvation that will come at Christ’s return. Though eternal life already began for us when we received salvation by grace through faith, we await the full realization of that eternal life in the future. In the meantime, we aren’t called to keep our eyes in the sky or our heads in the clouds. The fact of our future glory should compel us to live new lives that follow the pattern of Christ in the here and now.

This new life in which we live as faithful imitators of Christ will affect all dimensions of our lives including marriage, family, and even employment. In contrast to the speculative and cerebral notions of budding Gnostic heresies, the Christian life is meant to impact our present life on earth in a practical way—lived out in the minute-by-minute here and now of everyday life. And in order to live this new life, we need to depend entirely on the sufficiency of Jesus Christ, who is our Life.

Now, if you’re looking for a list of dos and don’ts to govern every conceivable circumstance, you will be disappointed. The New Testament does not contain a detailed code of rules for the Christian. Codes of rules, as Paul explains elsewhere, are suited to the period of immaturity when the children of God are still under guardians; but children who have come to years of responsibility know their father’s will without having to be provided with a long list of “Do’s” and “Don’t’s.” What the New Testament does provide is those basic principles of Christian living that may be applied to varying situations of life as they arise.

Life in the Church

Paul begins with life in the church, in verses 15-17,

Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. 

Relationships within the local family of believers ought to be marked by peace. No, we can’t establish lasting world peace or relieve all the suffering and anguish of this fallen world. Nor can we prevent chaos from happening in and around our lives. However, we can experience the reality of the peace Christ imparts today.

The peace which is to characterize the church is not to be a mere outward absence of hostility. It is to be “the peace of Christ,” which must become the deciding factor: whatever disagreements or mutual suspicions occur in the church, they are to be dealt with at the deepest level, by all parties allowing the fact of their unity in Christ to settle the issue in their hearts.
 “Rule” translates a Greek verb that refers to the activity of the “umpire,” who renders verdicts in contested situations.

For those not comfortable with an athletic illustration, the word can also be understood as "arbitrator." When hostile forces have to be kept at bay, the peace of God guards the believer’s heart, as in Philippians 4:7. But here the common life of fellow-members of the body of Christ is in view; when differences threaten to spring up among them, the peace of Christ must be accepted as arbitrator. If the members are subject to Christ, the peace He imparts must regulate their relations with one another.

Paul mentions thanksgiving as another important ingredient in the local church. Where the members are truly grateful for what they have and what God has done, there is less likely to be the bickering and hostility seen in too many congregations.

Verse 16 says, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly.” The phrase “dwell in you richly” conveys an image of permanent residence. God’s Word shouldn’t be like a friend who pops by for an occasional visit or a relative who stays in the guest room temporarily. God’s Word is to move in, take residence, and become an integral part of our lives. The Message translation paraphrases this expression thus: “Let the Word of Christ—the Message—have the run of the house. Give it plenty of room in your lives.”
 If the word of Christ is to dwell richly, it has to be cordially received, mixed with faith, appropriated in its fullness, and translated into action.

Paul goes on to mention “psalms, hymns and spiritual songs” as part of the life of the church. It has been asked sometimes if a strict threefold classification of praise is signified in the mention of “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.” It is unlikely that any sharply demarcated division is intended, although the “psalms” might be drawn from the Old Testament book of  Psalms; the “hymns” might be Christian canticles (some of which are reproduced, in whole or in part, in the New Testament text), and the “spiritual songs” might be unpremeditated words sung “in the Spirit,” voicing holy aspirations.
 Together these three terms indicate a variety and richness of Christian singing which should neither be stereotyped into one mold nor restricted simply to weekly public worship.

When there is peace in the heart, there will be praise on the lips.
 Ronald Allen drives home this point: “So it is with the praise of God. The one thing left for us to do is to do it. Praise is a matter of life and breath…. A life lived without the praise of God is not really a life worth living. It is only by a life of praise that we may respond properly to our always faithful God.”

Before we leave this verse, we should notice an important parallel with Ephesians 5:18–6:9. In Ephesians, Paul emphasized being filled with the Spirit; in Colossians, he emphasized being filled with the Word. But the evidences of this spiritual fullness are the same! How can we tell if a believer is filled with the Spirit? He is joyful, thankful, and submissive; all of this shows up in his relationships in the church, home and on the job. How can we tell if a believer is filled with the Word of God? He is joyful, thankful, and submissive.
 To be filled with the Spirit is to be filled with the Word, and vice versa.

Verse 17 could be called “sanctification in a nutshell” or “the shortest handbook on morality ever written.”
 It says, “ And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.” The guiding principle for right action, whether by word or deed, is to “do all in the name of the Lord Jesus.” This does not mean that His name should be invoked in connection with all that is said or done, which would be a highly mechanical procedure, but rather that in everything the believer should act as one who bears the divine name and has a responsibility to act in a way that will not bring reproach on that name.
 Maybe that’s what Jim Elliot meant when he wrote, “Wherever you are, be all there. Live to the hilt every situation you believe to be the will of God.”

Life in the Home

Next, Paul turns to life in the home. In many ways, putting the life of the new age into practice begins at home.
 And sometimes that is the hardest place to do it!

Paul writes in verses 18-21,

18 Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. 19 Husbands, love your wives and do not be harsh with them. 20 Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord. 21 Fathers, do not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged.

Faith in Jesus Christ not only changes individuals; it also changes homes. In this section, Paul addressed himself to family members: husbands and wives, children, and parents.
 Throughout these relationships (as well as the employer/employee relationship in the next section), the emphasis is on the Lordship of Christ in all areas of life. This theme is mentioned seven times in these nine verses.

At first glance, these commands seem to be very one-sided: “Wives, submit… Children, obey… Slaves, obey…” Yet in the parallel passage in Ephesians 5, Paul prefaces the family and master/slave sections with a kind of “rule of the road” for social harmony, “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.” This is to be thought of not as the duty of some, but rather of all. Indeed, so far from being an antiquated barrier to the development of mature human relationships, it is part of the divine order within the Blessed Trinity, where Christ who is equal with the Father is forever subject to him.

The concept of “submission” is used by biblical writers to describe a variety of Christian relationships. Peter exhorted young men to “be submissive to those who are older” (1 Peter 5:5). All members of Christ’s body are exhorted to “obey your leaders and submit to their authority” (Heb. 13:17). Servants are instructed to submit to their masters (Titus 2:9; Eph. 6:5; Col. 3:22; I Peter 2:18). This submissiveness applies when serving under either Christian or non-Christian masters. Children, of course, are admonished to obey and submit to their parents (Eph. 6:1; Col. 3:20). And what may surprise those who know little about the Bible is that Christians are also instructed to submit to other authority figures in their lives who are not Christians—particularly those who are leaders in government (Rom. 13:1; I Peter 2:13). Mutual submission, even by those who are in authority, is a distinctive concept made possible by Jesus Christ. Christianity, then, is unique. In Christ all believers have the potential to “submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.” Even those who have positions of authority—husbands, parents, masters [in our day, employers]—are to relate to others with an attitude of submission.

Regarding the role of a wife’s submission to the headship of her husband, Christ serves as the perfect example. Though equal in nature to the Father, sharing in the same divinity, power, glory, and authority, the Son submitted to the Father’s will to accomplish God’s plan of redemption, humbling Himself in obedience. This is the kind of submission wives are called to imitate. Note that Paul is speaking here only about the marriage relationship, not about the general relationship between men and women. Wives are not told to be in submission to every man they encounter but rather to their own husbands in the family unit. Let me add one more clarification: Paul is not condoning passive submission to domestic abuse. Wives who are stuck in abusive relationships with their husbands should seek help from supportive church leadership or legal authorities.
 Headship is not dictatorship or lordship. It is loving leadership. In fact, both the husband and the wife must be submitted to the Lord and to each other. It is a mutual respect under the lordship of Jesus Christ.

As wives fulfill their unique role in the family “as is fitting in the Lord,” husbands are called to exceed the world’s expectations as they are to love their wives. Some husbands reading this might be thinking, Whew! I got off easy this time. Not so! Paul is not referring to the passion of romantic love or even to the warm affection of a two-way relationship. He uses the term agape—the kind of love that seeks the highest good of the other, even at the price of one’s own comfort, safety, and benefit. This is unconditional, self-sacrificial love, the quality of love that God shows His undeserving children.
 Paul follows that with “…and do not be harsh with them.” While love isn’t all romance and feelings, neither is it a cold performance of duty. As A. T. Robertson quipped, “It is useless to call your wife ‘honey’ if you act like vinegar toward her,”

Then the apostle turns to the parent/child relationship. In a couple of crisp sentences Paul has said, in essence, what thousands of books on the upbringing of children have struggled to express. Sometimes verse 20 has been over-emphasized, and verse 21 forgotten, in the zeal of parents not to spare the rod lest they spoil the child. Sometimes verse 21 has been over-stressed, and the rights of the individual child allowed to range free, trampling the rights of family, friends, neighbors and anyone else in the way, for fear lest young life be crushed or twisted. Both sides are clearly necessary. Children need discipline; so do parents. The word “fathers” can refer to parents of both sexes, though it may well have an eye to the importance of the father’s role, within God’s created order, in the upbringing of children.

Learning to listen and obey is so important. The child who does not learn to obey his parents is not likely to grow up obeying any authority. He will defy his teachers, the police, his employers, and anyone else who tries to exercise authority over him. The breakdown in authority in our society reflects the breakdown of authority in the home.
 Further, obedience to parents is the steppingstone to obedience to God.

Verse 21 states, “Fathers, do not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged.” The word embitter, erethizo, means “provoke or irritate.” The word discouraged is athumeo, “to be disheartened, have your spirit broken, lose heart.”
 Parents should encourage their children, not discourage them. One of the most important things parents can do is spend time with their children. A survey indicated that fathers spent only 37 seconds a day with their small sons! It is an encouragement for children to know that their parents, as busy as they are, take time—make time—to be with them.

Self-control is the fruit of the Holy Spirit. The secret of a disciplined child is a controlled parent. Self-control is linked to inner peace. The parent who is ruled by God’s peace will have little trouble displaying self-control. If Christ is controlling your life, then you are in a position to direct the lives of your children.

Life on the Job

Finally, we see life on the job in Colossians 3:22-4:1,

Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their eye is on you and to win their favor, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord. Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving. Anyone who does wrong will be repaid for his wrong, and there is no favoritism. Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master in heaven.
Slavery was an established institution in Paul’s day. There were 60 million of them, and many of them were well-educated people who carried great responsibilities in the homes of the wealthy. In many homes, the slaves helped to educate and discipline the children.

Critics condemn Paul for not condemning the institution of slavery, but in fact he neither condones slavery nor sanctions revolt against masters. Rather, he calls on both slaves and masters to show Christian principles in their relationship and thus to attempt to change the institution from within.
 Something should be noted: the purpose of the early church was to spread the Gospel and win souls, not to get involved in social action. Had the first Christians been branded as an antigovernment sect, they would have been greatly hindered in their soul-winning and their church expansion. While it is good and right for Christians to get involved in the promotion of honesty and morality in government and society, this concern must never replace the mandate to go into all the world and preach the Gospel.

Thankfully, most societies today have officially banned slavery and diligently seek to avoid slave-like conditions. For those of us in modern Western cultures, Paul’s words to slaves and masters can best be applied to those in employee-employer relationships. While the institutions of ancient slavery and modern employment have major differences, some practical principles governing both establishments are similar. Whether you are a contract worker, an hourly wage earner, a salaried employee, a manager, or a business owner, Paul’s principles for servants and masters in Colossians 3:22-4:1 can apply to you.

The Bible speaks directly to employees in verses 23-24: “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving.”
This passage clearly states that any kind of work, done as to the Lord, is accepted by him and will be rewarded accordingly. The context of these words makes their message even stronger because they were originally directed to slaves. Even involuntary work for earthly masters counts as service to God. Why, then, do so many people think that only what they do under the auspices of the church has divine significance?

This text not only tells us how we should view our work, but why we should view it that way: How: “As working for the Lord.” Why: “It is the Lord Christ you are serving.” Viewing our work as being for the Lord, then, is not just a nice, spiritual attitude to have. Scripture doesn’t say, “You really may be working for a miserable slave master in a dreary and demeaning task, but it will help if you take a positive attitude.” No. We should consider our work as being for the Lord because it is. 

Paul also addresses masters (or employers, on our case, in Colossians 4:1, “Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master in heaven.” This means that disrespect for employees—in the form of dishonesty, abuse, condescension, underpayment or discrimination—is, at bottom, a spiritual problem. Obviously, Christian managers should take extra care to demonstrate respect for their employees. The Bible teaches that God made every person in his image and gave each worth and dignity.

So this is where the rubber meets the road in our daily lives…at church, at home, and on the job. The “perfect” Christian church, family, or workplace is not completely attainable this side of the pearly gates, but that doesn’t mean we can’t make a few improvements right now. The place to start is with ourselves. Sanctification is a matter of getting to know the Person of Christ better and better. As we know Him better we start seeing others as more than just “people.” As you let the words of Christ enrich our life… as you seek to do all things in His name…you start seeing people as persons—with needs, problems, hang-ups, feelings—all the things that are part of your own experience.
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