
ECF 16th June 2013 Work wholeheartedly for Christ  Colossians 3:22-4:1 
A story is told about Ivan the Great, tsar of Russia during the 15th Century.  He wanted to marry Sophia, the daughter of the 
King of Greece.  However for this marriage to take place, Ivan had to be baptised into the Orthodox church.  Ivan agreed, 
and set out for Athens with 500 of his soldiers who would be baptised with him into that church.   
 
But there was a problem.  The rules of that church prohibited professional soldiers from membership.  It seemed that the 
baptisms and marriage could not proceed. 
 
Then a compromise was found.  The 500 soldiers marched into the river and as they were about to be baptised, each soldier 
drew his sword. Holding it over his head, every soldier was immersed under the water -everything except his arm and 
sword.  It was as if they were saying that their lives belonged to God – apart from their job of being a soldier!   
 
I’m not sure whether that actually happened but it is a striking picture of a temptation we all face.  Often we want to give 
our lives to Christ, but not quite all of it.  We want to keep some part of it for ourselves – maybe our time, our hobby, a 
certain bad habit, our career, our possession or our wallets!  
 
But Jesus doesn’t want just part of our lives.  We can’t compartmentalise our lives –there is no sacred/secular divide with 
Christ!  Everything we do, wherever we go – we are called to live for him.  Even in our everyday work and occupations we 
are called to work wholeheartedly for Christ.  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 favour, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord. 
23 Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, 24 since you know that you will 
receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving. 25 Anyone who does wrong will be 
repaid for his wrong, and there is no favouritism.  
4 Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master in heaven.” 
 
1. Be a Fair Boss 
In Paul’s day, slavery was an established institution.  There was something like 60 million slaves within the Roman Empire 
and some of them were well-educated and had responsible roles in the homes of the wealthy – even educating and 
disciplining the children. 
 
But still, when we read what the New Testament says about slavery, we can feel uncomfortable.  We can be left wondering 
why the early Christians, or even Jesus himself, didn’t speak out more clearly against slavery.  Why didn’t they preach about 
the evil of treating a human being as the property of another?  Why didn’t they call for the emancipation of all slaves? 
 
It’s a complex issue, but I think we need to remember that the early Christians were a tiny minority in a vast and powerful 
empire.  Had Paul called slaves to rise up in revolt, he’d know that it would be easily crushed, at the cost of many lives.   
 
And the end result would be that the full force of the Roman Empire would come down against the church.  They would be 
outlawed as revolutionaries and the work of sharing the good news would be severely limited.  Campaigning against slavery 
at that time would have hindered the work of setting people free from sin through faith in Christ.   
 
a) We are Accountable to God  
So Paul didn’t seek to dismantle the institution of slavery.  But he did attack the very foundation of it.  He writes here, 
“Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair.”  Colossians 4:1   Christians mustn’t abuse their authority to exploit 
their slaves for their own personal gain.  They mustn’t treat them harshly, hold back what they needed or deserved.  
Instead, they were to treat them with fairness and justice.   
 
That’s because, although in the eyes of the Roman Empire, these slave-owners were in charge, they had to realize that they 
were accountable to someone else: “You know that you also have a Master in heaven.”  Colossians 4:1  
 
They belonged to God, and like all of us, one day they would stand before God to give an account of what they did.  “For we 
must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due to him for the things done while 
in the body, whether good or bad.” 2 Corinthians 5:10  
 
If we’ve put our faith in Jesus, then this review is not to answer the question of our salvation.  That has been dealt with 
decisively once and for all when we trusted in Christ.   “He forgave us all our sins.”  Colossians 2:13   Rather this is Christ’s 
review of our lives as his servants.  How we’ve lived will be judged by him and anything that we’ve done for him will be 
rewarded.  So if we’ve lived just for ourselves then although we won’t lose our salvation, we will lose our reward!   
 



So before God, these slave-owners will answer for how they’ve lived their lives.  And not just part of their lives, but all their 
lives.  God will review their service in the church, in their families – and how they’ve treated their slaves.   
 
b) We are Valued by God  
That’s because although the Roman Empire might not value these slaves, God did.  “There is no favouritism.” Colossians 
3:25   God didn’t see the slaves as any less important, any less human than their masters.  He loved them all equally.  He 
valued them all the same as his creatures.  And so God will hold them accountable for how they have treated their slaves.   
 
So without dismantling the institution of slavery, Paul spoke right to the heart of it.  Instead of seeing their slaves as 
property to be exploited, Christians should see them as people to protect, provide and care for.   
 
This means that if we are in a position of authority over someone – as an employer, manager, supervisor, boss, teacher, 
church leader or parent – then we need to use that position, not for our own personal gain, but as an opportunity to 
provide for others, to protect them from injustice, to ensure fairness, to care for them.  God’s call to “Look not only to your 
own interests, but also to the interests of others.” Philippians 2:4, applies in the work place,  just as much as in our church 
family.   
 
c) We are Children of God  
This was an incredibly relevant issue for this church in Colosse. They were dealing with this issue at the time Paul was 
writing this letter.  Philemon was a member of this church and his slave Onesimus had stolen from him and run away to 
Rome.  But there, amazingly he had come in contact with Paul and had come to Christ.  So at the same time this letter was 
being delivered to the church, Paul was sending a letter to Philemon, along with Onesimus, his run-away slave.   
 
In this letter, Paul didn’t tell Philemon to set Onesimus free.  That might leave him out on the street in a difficult and 
desperate financial situation.  But Paul did urge Philemon to see Onesimus differently .   
 
He pleaded with Philemon not to punish Onesimus for his desertion or dishonesty, but instead to forgive him and welcome 
him back.  That was because of Paul’s new relationship with Onesimus.  “I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became 
my son while I was in chains.” Philemon 10  
 
But it was also based on Philemon’s new relationship with Onesimus.  Paul wrote: “He is very dear to me but even dearer to 
you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord.” Philemon 16  He called Philemon to see Onesimus, not as a piece of 
property but as a human being with the intrinsic value of someone made in the image of God.  But more than that – to see 
Onesimus, “no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother.” Philemon 16 
In God’s eyes there is no favouritism, and in Christ “There is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, 
Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all.” Colossians 3:11  So this morning, we need to see each other, whatever 
our background, culture, colour, class or status as nothing less than brothers and sisters in God’s family.    
 
This is the revolution that Paul was working for.  Not so much a dismantling of the external institution of slavery – but a 
transformation of the heart – where people would see each other and treat each other as human beings, loved, valued and 
precious in God’s sight.   
 
2. Be a faithful Worker 
But Paul here didn’t only speak to the masters, he also spoke to the slaves.  In his letter to the Corinthians he encouraged 
Christian slaves to secure their freedom if they could.  “Were you a slave when you were called? Don’t let it trouble you—
although if you can gain your freedom, do so.” 1 Corinthians 7:21  But he knew that for most of them, they had no power to 
change their outward circumstances.   
 
So instead of calling them to strive for what they could not achieve, Paul taught them how to live life to the full as slaves.  
He wanted them to see how they were free to serve Christ with all their lives, even in their difficult circumstance!   
 
a) Work Obediently 
He says, “Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything.” Colossians 3:22  He calls them to do what they are told.  Not to 
rebel against their masters, not to resist their orders, but to do the work that they are assigned.   
 
As we saw a couple of weeks ago with wives, children, citizens and church members, Paul again declares that following 
Christ is the way of submission.  God calls us to be willing to submit to others, be willing to set aside our personal wishes 
and desires and give our loyalty to those who deserve it.   
 



This applies to our workplace.  Following Christ means we should be obedient employees, willing to do what we are asked.  
Of course if we’re told to do something against God’s law, then “We must obey God rather than men!” Acts 5:29  But the 
general principle is that God does not want us to be rebellious, insubordinate or disloyal. 
 
b) Work Wholeheartedly 
But that’s not all. He also tells these slaves to “work at it with all your heart.” Colossians 3:23  Paul wants them to work hard 
at what they are given, to put their heart and soul into it.  To be dedicated and committed to the tasks they are given.   
 
We should not only be willing to do what we are told by our employer or manager, we should be willing to do it 
wholeheartedly. That doesn’t mean we should let our work dominate our lives or take us away from our other 
responsibilities like our family, our church or own health.  But it means that our goal shouldn’t be to do as little as we can 
get away with.  Instead, we should work with enthusiasm, care and commitment.  
 
But why?  Why is this important to God?  Why is this part of our commitment to Christ?   
 
c) Witness Effectively  
Partly this is because how we work is an important part of our witness.  Paul writes to Titus: “Teach slaves to be subject to 
their masters in everything, to try to please them, not to talk back to them,10 and not to steal from them, but to show that 
they can be fully trusted, so that in every way they will make the teaching about God our Saviour attractive.” Titus 2:9–10  
 
Our work, or school or college is a place where many of us spend a huge amount of time rubbing shoulders with those who 
have not yet come to faith in Christ.  Some of us may be the only Christian our colleagues know.  So although sometimes we 
might not realise it, God sees our work as our mission-field.   
 
He sends us out week after week as his witnesses.  His goal is that through us, they might come to accept his love and grace 
and experience the salvation we are celebrating today. 
 
And how we live is a crucial part of this witness.  In fact it is the foundation on which we then can have the opportunity to 
speak about Christ.  If we’re known as a lazy trouble-maker who cannot be trusted to pull their weight, then why would 
anyone want to listen to us when we share about Christ’s love?  But if we’re known for our honesty, humility and hard work 
then people may be prepared to listen to us as we share about how Jesus has changed us! 
 
d) Worship in Everything 
But there’s another, more crucial reason why we should be faithful workers.  As many of you know, before we came to 
Ireland, I worked in a Biochemistry lab in Glasgow Uni.  My supervisor was a professor whose whole life was devoted to 
science, and he expected his students and staff to be the same.  We were expected us to arrive early, leave late, and 
weekends were simply two extra days for more experiments. 
 
His office was right next to our lab, and so during the day he was always popping his head out of the door to make sure we 
were focussed on our work, and doing what we should be.   
 
But now and again, he would travel away for a conferences or a meeting with collaborators.  Suddenly the atmosphere in 
the lab would change.  We’d still arrive on time, but maybe not so early.  We’d still get our work done – but we weren’t 
quite as intense.  We enjoyed our tea and lunch breaks a bit more.  And some were even known to play computer games 
when they had a few minutes spare!  As they say, “When the cat’s away, the mice will play” 
 
But Paul here tells the slaves to be different.  To obey, “not only when their eye is on you and to win their favour.”  
Colossians 3:22  He wanted them to work hard, even when nobody was watching.   
 
That’s because Paul didn’t want the slaves to be working primarily for their earthly masters.  Instead he wanted them to 
realise that “It is the Lord Christ you are serving.”  Colossians 3:24.  As Christians, these slaves were first and foremost 
servants of Christ.  And so amazingly, whatever they did, no matter how menial,  whether it was in the church, or a house, 
or a field, or a factory, they could do it for Christ.   
 
So even if their earthly masters weren’t looking, Christ was.  And even if their masters didn’t reward their honesty and hard 
work, Christ would – “You know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward.” Colossians 3:24 
 
And even if their work seemed menial and insignificant, in Christ’s eyes, everything they did, however meaningless it 
appeared, was an act of worship if they did it “with sincerity of heart and reverence to the Lord” Colossians 3:22 



3. Be a full-time Servant  
Paul couldn’t release these Christians from slavery.  But he could offer them real freedom.  No longer did their lives need to 
be one of meaningless and empty labour. Now everything that they did, every effort they gave, every exhausting day they 
would spend – would be part of their worship to the Lord.  They were no longer slaves of men, but full-time servants of 
Christ! 
 
And we can experience this transformation as well.  Our work can be worship.  
 
 Video: Work as Worship 
 
This is a wonderful principle that we can apply to all of our lives, not just if we’re in paid employment.  Paul says, “Whatever 
you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men.” Colossians 3:23 
 
Think about that for a minute.  Pick a day and go through all the things you did that day.  The meals you cooked, the dishes 
or washing or gardening you did, the time you spent with your family, the time at work, the time we were alone.  Whatever 
we’re doing, if we do them wholeheartedly, with sincerity of heart, as an expression of our commitment and dedication to 
living out the life that God has called us to live – then Jesus accepts this as worship to him. 
 
It means that nothing that we do is ever mundane, nothing that we do is ever insignificant, nothing that we do is ever 
meaningless.  Everything we do matters to Christ.  He wants to be at the centre of it all.  So let us live our lives 
wholeheartedly for Christ!  
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