WELCOME TO THE BISHOP’S BIBLE STUDY ON THE BOOK OF COLOSSIANS!!

We encourage you to invite others to join us. Might as well practice a little of that ‘ambassador’ vision!

Just have them contact the study through: Worley@vasynod.org and they will have the study sent to them twice a week along with the readings from the Lutheran Confessions on Wednesdays.

    

TEXT FOR TODAY: COLOSSIANS 3:22-4:1

Colossians 3: [22] Slaves, obey in everything those who are your earthly masters, not with eyeservice, as men-pleasers, but in singleness of heart, fearing the Lord. [23] Whatever your task, work heartily, as serving the Lord and not men, [24] knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward; you are serving the Lord Christ. [25] For the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he has done, and there is no partiality. 

Colossians 4: [1] Masters, treat your slaves justly and fairly, knowing that you also have a Master in heaven. 

PRAYER FOR TODAY: Lord Jesus, we read a text that seems a bygone passage. Yet we know of slaves around the world; we know of many things that hold us today in their bondage; I know of my ongoing bondage to sin through my thoughts, words, and deeds, even as I know of your ongoing death and life within me through the waters of my baptism. Forgive and lead me; wash me and I shall be clean. Send me as your ambassador this day, O Lord, and let me live in service and joy for you. Give to me your saving Word for my child, my home, my workplace. Hear my prayers this day for _____________________. Amen.

(For those who have time and desire to read on J)

Just as children would have been present to hear their duties, so slaves were present among the Colossians community hearing these duties as well

Notice how ‘lord’ as in master is paired with ‘the Lord’ in the final verse!

Word for ‘reward’ occurs only here in the NT, elsewhere refers to just punishment or retribution, but here it is used in a  positive sense to contrast perhaps the punishments often received as a slave as opposed to the rewards that come from the Lord.  There is a reversal of cultural expectations also in the idea of reward of ‘inheritance’. The slave would have no ‘inheritance’, they are not the son!!

Remember how in Galatians the heir is contrasted with the slave!! Gal 4 7

MacDonald: It is “important to recognize that the opportunities to exert political pressure or work for the reform of society were not available to the early Christians as they are to those of us who live in modern social democracies. It is also important to recognize, however, that with the introduction of the household codes NT authors were moving in a specifically ‘patriarchal’ direction that was not adopted by all branches of early Christianity.” P 165

“While there is no doubt that the Colossian household code functions to sustain the patriarchal order of society and may contribute to a double consciousness, it may be that this double consciousness was part of a strategy for survival for Pauline Christians in a hostile environment.” P 166

We need to recognize that the households in the Colossians community were not all Christian households. Slaves could be coming to the community who belonged to pagan owners who did not want them to be Christians! Children might be coming whose parents were not Christians and did not want them to be Christians! It was also a code for difficult situations.

These verses along with verses from Ephesians and I Peter have been most troubling for the church through the ages, especially remembering Pre-Civil War days.

What has struck me, however, is how differently these verses can be read depending upon the attitude toward slavery you bring!

Let’s say that you WANT to preserve slavery, and that you are an owner who has slaves, and you believe that you work hard to care for your slaves. This might be how you would read these verses:

“[Christian] slaves, obey/honor your earthly masters in EVERYTHING, not only when I am watching you and to ‘look like’ you are pleasing me, [but especially when I am NOT present, that you obey] and do wholeheartedly the assignment, for the Lord is watching [and will see if you don’t!]. Whatever your task, put your soul into it, as if you were doing it for the Lord, and not just for me, since you know that though it is not as you would want now, there is a reward coming as your inheritance in heaven, so keep serving the Lord as his faithful slave. And know this! The wrongdoer is going to be paid back/returned to them the wrong that they have done, and there is no favoritism. And masters should treat their slaves justly and fairly, for you have a Lord in heaven that desires [you to do] that very thing.”

But if you think that slavery is WRONG and that Paul was seeking to do the best he could in that situation within the Roman world, you might approach the scripture’s intent this way:

“Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything, not only while being watched and in order to please them, BUT WITH YOUR WHOLE LIFE FEAR/WORSHIP THE LORD! Whatever your task, PUT YOURSELVES WHOLLY INTO IT AS DONE FOR THE LORD!, and NOT for your masters, since YOU KNOW THAT FROM THE LORD YOU WILL RECEIVE THE INHERITANCE AS YOUR REWARD, YOU SERVE THE LORD! And KNOW this, the wrongdoer [master] will get back EXACTLY what he has meted out [over all these years], there will be no favoritism!


Masters, you [better] treat your slaves fairly and justly, for YOU KNOW that YOU have a MASTER too, who is in heaven watching you!”

Now the writer’s intent may be somewhere between these, but see how what we bring to the text can also impact the emphasis within the same verses. I try to use the Greek with its nuances of meanings, but I also believe that I see an intent within the verses that for me is fortified by the text. For the master, it is to see these verses in a household of duties. For the slave, it is to see this in a gospel of a Father who has rescued us and brought us into a new kingdom of his beloved Son that is eternal that will free us from this present age of darkness, that already helps us to see that regardless of society’s constructs there is no longer slave and free, but Christ is all and in all, and that the cross disarms the powers and rulers of this age making a public example of them as wrong.

Both master and slave could use the very letter to find their bearings for how to read these verses. And don’t the worldviews change from being a slave or being a master! Now which one is correct? Do you think our Lord favors the master more than the slave? Do you think the Lord listens more intently to the slave with very little over the master who has much? These verses help me rethink what worldview do I bring with me as I come to the scripture?

This is where the fuller community of the church, not just me, but those around me can bring a helpful balance to my interpretations of scripture. Not just my congregation in Salem, but the church is Africa, Papua New Guinea, New York City, the frontier along the US-Mexican border. Not just 2006, but other times and places from the time of Abraham to now!

There is a necessary ongoing humility about my understanding of scripture. The task of each generation is to truly wrestle with the scriptures in the world in which they live and to seek to pass as faithfully as they can the treasure of the gospel to the next generation.

The Lutheran movement has constantly lifted up an approach to scripture that seeks to find what God is doing to rescue us from real powers of sin, evil, and death, especially through his Son, Jesus the Christ. We will speak to it as ‘justification by grace through faith’ or the ‘indicative/imperative’ approach which is to notice how God is acting on our behalf and on behalf of the whole world in creating and coming down to enter into our history and our very lives, noticing how God seems to be the primary initiator again and again. And because God has acted on our behalf to rescue us from very real powers, we are led to live our lives in a response of thankfulness and joy and love for the One who has such a gracious regard for us. As in our worship in preaching and sacrament we seek to hear the ‘for you’ within the scriptural text. 


But then, we look for the scripture to be leading us out in the Name of God to be a blessing for the world, to live out a response. The ‘indicative of what God has done for us’ should lead us to a moral ‘imperative’-‘now that I don’t have to do anything to merit God’s love, how am I now going to live in God’s love!!? How shall I now love my neighbor in a similar way to how God in Christ has emptied himself and loved me?


Which leads me to recognize HOW FAR SHORT I do that during the week which also then leads to a ‘law/gospel’ approach to scripture where the following assertion of God seems to be noticed, “The Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for the 1000th generation forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, yet by no means clearing the guilty but visiting the iniquity of the parents upon the children and the children’s children to the third and the fourth generation.”


While the sin is forgiven the shock waves of our sin move out upon the land impacting our children and grandchildren. While God remains forgiving and connected to us seeking to bring God’s life from our death, our sinfulness mixes with evil to continue to cause GREAT distancing and injustice upon this world causing our own social tsunami’s for our own lives, our own children, our own nation, this whole world. There is nothing new about this, and we are no better at this than those from the times of the scripture! So we read carefully and prayerfully noticing this God who does not abandon, but who continues to come down from the mountain, down from heaven to walk with God’s people through their wilderness, to heal and teach, to bless and bring to life, to rescue, to suffer and die even upon a cross, to rise and conquer death and to make promises that regardless of what existence seems to say about our aloneness and darkness, nothing shall separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.

