True Home Spirituality

Colossians 3:18–4:1

Preached by Pastor Andrew Ong to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 25-26 August 2001.

3:18 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.

22 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.

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 favoritism.

4:1 Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master in heaven.

Introduction: Modern Man’s Search for Spirituality

I was watching a program on Arts Central the other day, "Lonely Planet Guide to the Best Beaches in the World." It was about the best beaches in the world. Of course they had beaches from Australia, Hawaii, Brazil, Fiji, but no beaches from Malaysia and definitely no beaches from Singapore

But one beach caught my eye, it was a beach found in India. The south-western tip of India in the state of Kerala and it was called Papanasam Beach or Varkala. Now it wasn’t the fact that Varkala had a beautiful beach. Trust me, it looked really beautiful on TV.  Much better than East Coast beach. Rather, it was the fact that the Lonely Planet reporter said that this is the latest ‘in’ place for movie stars, models, celebrities and businessmen to come to discover themselves and discover true spirituality.

· Verkala is a holy beach.

· The word “Papanasam” means 'Destroyer of the sins'.

· Mineral water springs come gushing out from the cliffs bordering the beach and are known for their medicinal qualities.

· Nature Cure Centres and Temples are situated near the beach.

Modern man goes to places to find spirituality. Modern man looks to the beautiful and exotic places to find spirituality. Modern man goes there to reflect, to meditate and to think about life.

So it was reported in Vogue magazine that models like Kate Moss go to religious retreats like this one in Verkala and surrounding beaches in India. And movie celebrities and rich businessmen and businesswomen go to yoga retreats in the Mexican desert where the rooms are designed by Feng Shui experts and there is no electricity after 11pm.

Modern Christian is not too different. Modern Christian doesn’t go to beautiful and exotic places. Modern Christian goes to the church building to find spirituality.

Here, modern Christian finds spirituality in the architecture, the candles or the ambience. He/she finds spirituality by singing songs of praise and worship. He/she finds spirituality by Christian experience such as speaking in tongues.

In the Bible, true spirituality is not found this way.

True spirituality is not found in a place – be it a beach or desert or building. True spirituality is not found in an activity – whether it be meditation or speaking in tongues.

In the Bible, true spirituality is found in Jesus Christ.

As we learnt in the last few weeks: True spirituality is found because we have accepted Christ as our Lord and Saviour. True spirituality is found because we are in Jesus Christ. True spirituality is found because we are raised with Christ. We have died and our life is now hidden in Christ.

In Christ, we put off the old self and put on the new self. In Christ, we set our minds on things above, not earthly things. In Christ, we put to death our earthly nature and put on Christ.

Therefore, this true spirituality is not lived out in activities or rituals or ceremonies. True spirituality in Christ is lived out in relationships. True spirituality in Christ is expressed in relationships. True spirituality in Christ is experienced in relationships.

Last week, we saw how true spirituality in Christ transforms our relationships within the church.. As God’s chosen people we clothe ourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. We bear with one another. We forgive whatever grievances we may have against one another.

Not only do we live with transformed relationships within the church body, but we live with transformed relationships in our households – husband/wife relationships, father/child relationships, master/slave relationships.

Voluntary Submission

3:18 
Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.

What does it mean to submit?

1. First thing I want to say is that submission does not mean is that wives are inferior to husband, does not mean that the wife has a lower status than the husband. It does not mean inequality or that the wife is lacking in ability.

Jesus submitted to his parents. Come with me to Luke 2:51:

Then he (Jesus) went down to Nazareth with them (his parents – Joseph and Mary) and was obedient to them.

Submission is what Jesus did when he went down with his parents to Nazareth. The NIV translates the word as obedience but it is exactly the same Greek word as you have here. Jesus submitted to his parents Joseph and Mary.

This shows that submission does not mean inequality or lacking in ability. Jesus was equally human as his parents, Joseph and Mary. Jesus had greater ability than Joseph and Mary or Joseph and Mary combined. Jesus was God. God’s Son submitted to his human parents who were infinitely weaker than he was, who were infinitely less value than he was. But he deliberately and voluntarily submitted to his human parents.

Submission has nothing to do with power, nothing to do with equality or ability.

2. Second thing I want to say is that all Christians called to submit.

Being in Christ means that you submit to Jesus as a ruler. We are the submitting people. Submission is a good and Godly thing.

Come with me to Romans 13:1:

Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established.

Being in Christ means that we submit to governments. Therefore, I am to submit to the policeman, I am to submit to the librarian, I am to submit to the HDB. Not because they are right or wrong but because they are instituted by God.

Before I became a Christian , I was rebelling against God. Becoming a Christian means I gave up rebelling against God, I was forgiven for my rebellion. I became submissive to God, ruler and creator of universe.

Submission is a way of life for a Christian. I submit to Jesus. I submit to authorities.

Wives, you are to submit to your husbands. You have to deliberately and voluntarily choose to submit to your husband.

You can’t say that you won’t submit because he is not godly enough, or that he does not lead enough, or that he is not as capable as you are, or that he can’t even do the simplest things, or that he doesn’t earn as much as you.

Illustration: Myself and carpark – submission is hard.

I’m not saying that submission is easy. Submission is hard, very hard

The block of flats where I live in Woodlands is the farthest from the multi-storey carpark. I calculated that it takes at least 5 minutes to get to the car. 

I don’t want to park in the multi-storey carpark. I want to park in the loading bays directly downstairs from my flat. I mean who is going to use it during the day? That must be what lots of people think because the loading bays are always full.

But I park in the multi-storey carpark because that’s what the authorities tell me to do. That’s what the HDB tells me to do.

I am submitting to the authorities because I am in Christ. I have been raised with Christ. My life is hidden with Christ.

And it is hard. It is difficult. I don’t want to do it because I think it’s a stupid rule especially when it's raining or it’s a hot day, but that’s got nothing to do with it. I do it because Christ is my Lord.

In the same way, wives submit to your husbands. Flee the temptation to rule over him. It may be hard. It may be difficult. You might not want to do it because you think it is a stupid rule but that’s got nothing to do with it.

The earthly nature wants to rebel, but we are to set our minds on things above. The old self wants to usurp leadership, but we to put on the new self. The earthly nature wants to rule over him, but you are to put on Christ.

Illustration: Cheryl and I – concrete example of submission

When I married Cheryl – She was smarter than I – I had a Bachelor of Commerce degree, She had a Bachelor of Commerce and Bachelor of Law. She knew her Bible better than I – when we did the Moore college correspondence courses, I got 80’s, she got 90’s. She was spiritually more mature than I was.

In 1994, I said to her I thought that we should come back and live in Singapore. She was a Malaysian who had lived half her life in Malaysia and half in Australia. She had no close relatives or friends in Singapore. She didn’t like Singapore. She was a practising lawyer in Australia. And she could not practice law in Singapore.

And here I was asking her to live in Singapore, to leave Australia. Yet she submitted to me and here we are today.

And it was hard. It was really hard. I am sure many times, she must have thought – "I know more than this guy, I am smarter than this guy, I’ll just go ahead and make the decision", but she didn’t.

She didn’t because she recognized that Jesus was her Lord and Savior. She recognized that she had been raised with Christ. She recognised that she was in Christ. She recognised that being in Christ meant submitting to her husband.

Exceptions

Of course, if your husband asks you to do something against Christ or he is totally unchristian in his behaviour such as wilfully committing adultery or he is abusive, then you are free to disobey.

Think of the principle:

Wife submits to her husband because she is in Christ. Wife submits to her husband because she has been raised with Christ. Wife submits to her husband because she has put off the old self and put on the new self.

Therefore, if the husband asks the wife to commit a crime or to disobey God, say commit prostitution, then she cannot do it because by doing that she would no longer be in Christ. She would be putting on the old self and not putting off the old self. She would be rejecting Jesus as Lord and Saviour.

Sacrificial love

19 
Husbands, love your wives and do not be harsh with them.

What does the word love mean?

1.      It does not mean romantic love – "Oh honey, I love you".

2.      It does not mean sexual attraction.

3.      It means sacrificial love.

What it means is sacrificial love. Sacrificial love means giving up your life for her. You are to love as Christ loved.

The same word that is used here is the same word that is used in Ephesians 5:25:

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her

How does Christ show sacrificial love for his bride? He lays down his life for her. He died for her. He sacrificed for her. When she was rebellious. When she was sinful. When she was alienated. That’s when he did it. When she was sinful. He died for her.

So husbands are to have this sacrificial love for their lives. You are to lay down your lives for your wives. You are to act at all times, under all circumstances, for her interest. You are to put her interests before your interests.

And you do not do it when she says sorry but you do it before she says sorry. Because our Lord Jesus Christ laid down his life before we said sorry.

Application

Sacrificial love is hard, isn’t it?

· It’s hard because it involves giving.

· It’s hard because it involves sacrifice.

· It’s hard because it involves depriving yourself.

Illustration

There was a distinguished lecturer who was principal of a prestigious Christian seminary in America. His wife came down with a crippling disease. You know what he did? He quit his job in order to look after his wife. Gave it all up –

· The good pay.

· The prestige of being principal.

· The stimulation of academia.

That is sacrificial love -- it involves giving, it involves sacrifice, it involves cost.

Husbands, are you practising sacrificial love in your marriages? Are you sacrificing your career for her well-being? Or are you spending every waking moment married to your job so that when you come home late at night, all your wife gets is an exhausted shell of a man who is grumpy and just wants to sit in front of the TV? Is time at home more like a hotel where you recharge for the next day at work?

Are you sacrificing your sport to care for her? Or do you spend more time on the soccer pitch or the golf course or the gym looking after your body than you do looking after her?

Are you sacrificing your TV watching to care for her spiritual and physical needs? Do you spend your time in front of the talking box instead of talking to the living person you married next to you and reading the Bible with her and praying with her? Do you mop the floor, wash the dishes and wipe the table so that she can have a rest?

For those of you with young babies, do you wake up in the night, do the night shift so that your wife can get some sleep too or do you just sleep through the night because you think that your job is more important than her job of looking after the family? When she is half-dead after looking after the baby for the whole day, do you help her when you get home or do you plonk yourself in front of the TV?

But so many of us don’t act like this, do we? Instead of showing sacrificial love, we do the opposite, we are harsh with our wives. We are bitter with our wives. We are impatient with our wives.

We are harsh when the food is not done right, when the children misbehave and are noisy, when the house is in a mess and you can’t find your things and you are late for work.

We are bitter when we have to go shopping with them, when their schedules clash with ours, when we have to look after the children and do the washing up.

We are impatient when they drive slowly, when they interrupt our TV watching, when they tell us their problems.

Cannot be so if we are in Christ. We must be loving. We must be sacrificial, giving.

What is the application for husbands and wives?

Every week, people come and see Chris with marriage problems. They come to see Christ for counselling to solve their marriage problems: What do I want out of my marriage? What do I want out of my partner? What do I want you to tell my partner? It’s all about me.

The Bible says, focus on your side. In Christ, live out your side of the relationship. Do your part.

Wives, don’t spend all your time worrying about how your husband is loving you – you work at being submissive.

Husbands, don’t spend your time worrying about her submission - you work at loving her sacrificially.

Our hope is that as we recognize that, as we realize that we are truly in Christ, that we are raised with Christ, we will come to understand how to live it out and that true spirituality is found in transformed relationships.

We will live out our lives in transformed relationships. Put off our old self and put on our new self. Marriage relationships will be transformed. Fewer and fewer people among us will have marriage problems. Fewer people will need counselling for marriage problems.

For singles:

2 things:

1. Keep working on surrendering all your life to God so that when you do get married you will be submissive and loving and not struggle with it.

2. Look not for the good looking person or the rich person or the successful person but instead look for the person you want to submit to and want to love.

Next verses looks at parent/children relationships:

20 
Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord.

21 
Fathers, do not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged.

1.      When it says “obey your parents in everything”, does it mean that a parent can ask a child to commit a sin or reject Jesus?

No. Think of the principle:

Child obeys his/her parents because he/she is in Christ. Child obeys his/her parents because he/she has been raised with Christ. Child obeys his/her parents because she/he has put off the old self and put on the new self.

Therefore, if the child is asked to commit a crime or to disobey God, say commit prostitution, then he/she cannot do it because by doing that the child would no longer be in Christ. He/she would be putting on the old self and not putting off the old self. He/she would be rejecting Jesus as Lord and Saviour. It is because of the very Lordship of Christ that you are obeying the parents in the first place.

Jesus said in Matt10:35-38:

For I have come to turn ”‘a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law—a man’s enemies will be the members of his own household.’ “Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me;

It is because he obeys a heavenly authority that he is willing to submit to an earthly father.

2. Who are these “children” who have to obey their parents?

When are you a child and when are you not? How old do you have to be before you are not a child?

· For the Jew, when a boy reaches the age of 13 he begins to participate in the religious life of the community as an adult.  They perform the Bar Mitzvah as a sign that the child has reached the age of legal maturity.

· For the Singaporean, a child is no longer a child in the eyes of the law when he reaches 21 – he can vote, he has to lodge a tax return, he can marry without parental consent.

Yet for many Asian parents, their children must obey them in everything even after they have grown up, left the home and gotten married. In Asian society, filial piety is the highest virtue and some parents feel that the child has to obey everything no matter how old he/she is. The parents continue to have authority over the child.

But biblically, once a child reaches a certain age – the child becomes an adult and no longer has to obey in everything. The parents no longer have authority over the child.

When that happens is different in every society. When does that happen here in Singapore? Honest answer is, I’m not sure. But I think that somewhere along the line you must recognize that you are no longer a child and you do not have to obey your parents in everything – could be when you are 21? Could be when you start work? Could be when you move out?

That doesn’t mean you don’t continue to “honour” your parents. You must continue to honor your parents, but honoring and obeying in everything are very different. When you honor your parents, you decide how to love them and how to care for them and not neglect them. And you are not under the authority of your parents.

Parents

Given that children are to obey their parents in everything, fathers, you have a special responsibility not to embitter them. Embitter means literally--to make bitter or to provoke or irritate because of over-severity or injustice.

New English Bible captures it well by saying, Father do not goad your child to resentment. Goad is a stick with a spike on it which is used to keep cattle in line by poking the cow with this sharp stick.

How would you feel if someone kept poking you with a sharp stick? You would get irritated and provoked. Yet some of us fathers goad our children with our over-severity or injustice. Poke them with the sharp stick by continuous nagging – fathers who are critical of everything – marks never good enough, music or sport not good enough, room never tidy enough.

Provoke them by being too severe – setting standards too high for their abilities – if the child honestly tried his best and got a B then that’s the best he can do.

Poke them by treating them unjustly or unfairly – Fathers, have you had a bad day in the office, come home irritable, and the children are playing and noisy and you scold them? They’re doing nothing wrong – just playing like normal kids.  But you scold them, not because they're wrong but because you are irritable.  I’ve done that.  That’s unjust and unfair. How is the child going to feel if you keep goading them, provoking them, irritating them? They lose heart, become discouraged, become despondent and timid. What’s the point of trying when nothing is good enough?

Fathers, we must never let that happen. We must not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged.

Last section deals with slaves and masters.

Look at verses 22-25

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.

1)
Slavery in the Bible is basically involuntary servitude. A slave was considered to be owned by another person. A person with limited rights.

2)
The ancient world had many forms of slavery and many positions within slavery. Often slaves would work as domestic servants, run households, rise into positions of authority. Slaves could be doctors and teachers.  At one stage, the treasurer of the Roman Empire was a slave and it is estimated that 1/3 of the population of great cities such as Rome were slaves.

3)
Main reason for slavery was war, crime and being unable to pay debts.

4)
We practice Biblical slavery of the same sort today. We don’t have war slavery anymore, that’s not practised anymore. But we do have slavery from crime. What do we do with those who commit crime - steal, rape and murder? We put them into prison – we put them into involuntary servitude. That person is basically owned by the state. He has very few rights. Their labor and life is put under control of the state.

We have indebtedness slavery. In biblical times, when you couldn’t pay your debt, you would become the slave of your creditor and work off the debt. I guess that is not so different from scholarship students today.

Illustration:

My mum went to Australia to studying medicine. She went on a Columbo plan scholarship. Because she went on a scholarship, she had to come back to work for the government for 8 years. Because she chose to accept a free education, she was under bonded service. She was not free to leave the government unless she paid off her debt. This was similar to biblical slavery.

Differences

Therefore, as we look at this section, we must remember that most of us are not in the position of slaves. Therefore we mustn’t see ourselves as slaves. We don’t have to do everything our bosses tell us to do. We can choose not to work late, we can choose not to work weekends, we can choose not to take an assignment in Siberia, we can tell him/her to take a long walk off a short pier. Because we are not slaves, these options are open to us.

Similarity

But what we can learn and must do is to:

· Work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men,

· Work not just when the eye of the boss is on you and to win their favor, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord.

· Remember it is the Lord Christ you are serving

The Christian employee works not for his human boss or loyalty to his company, but because he or she is serving Jesus Christ as Lord.

Illustration:

A friend told me of a story he read. In Russia, there was an armory which housed weapons and explosives, Aft glasnost, after the fall of communism, discipline in the army was falling. Huge amounts of weapons and explosives were being stolen and sold on the black market.

So the commander tried to make changes – he introduced a system of checks and balances, he made surprise inspections. He put in more security. But still weapons and explosives were being stolen. The store officers were corrupt and being bribed – when the commander was around they would do the right thing, when he was gone they would steal. If they were not corrupt or bribed, they were lazy and delinquent – they would get drunk or fall asleep or forget to lock the armoury and people would steal.

Commander got a call from Moscow--fix the problem or you’re court marshalled. Now the commander was desperate, so what he did was replace all the store officers with Christians. And soon the problem stopped. The Christians did not accept bribes because they knew they were serving the Lord and his eye was on them at all times. The Christians did not get drunk or fall asleep because they served with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord.

Is that the way you are working? Do you only work hard when the boss is there? Do you work as if it is the Lord you are serving?

When people look at you at work, do they think to themselves, yes, that so and so he is dependable and diligent and trustworthy because he is a Jesus person? When people look at you at work, do they think to themselves, yes, that so and so he is diligent because he is in Christ? When people look at you at work, do they think to themselves, yes, that so and so he is trustworthy because he has been raised with Christ Jesus?

Last instruction is to Masters:

4:1 Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master in heaven.

Now we don’t really have equivalent Master/Slave relationships today. We don’t actually own people.

But the relationship we have with our maids is very similar to a Master/Slave relationship. The maid is in bonded service for a length of time. She has limited rights. There are penalties if she breaks her term of contract – often she has incurred debts to her agent or others that require to be paid.

So, I want to ask, is the way we treat our maids right and fair?

Illustration: Maid downstairs

When I was living in Holland Road, my neighbor's maid used to wake up at 6:00am to wash the car, then make breakfast for the family, then look after 2 children while doing the laundry and cleaning the house, then prepare dinner, then wash up, then eat dinner and go to sleep at about 10pm--7 days a week. I’m not sure if that is just and fair.

Illustration:  Factory hypothetical

If I said to you that there was a factory in Tuas which made its workers work from 7am to 10pm every day for 7 days a week with no annual leave, would you say that that is just and fair? Would you say it was just and fair for someone in your discipleship group who worked those hours? Would you say it was just and fair for you to work those hours?

Yet those are the hours that many of our maids work.

When I spend the weekend looking after the kids, I always say to my wife – I need a break. I wonder, when does your maid get a break?

The Bible is not saying the maids should work 35 hour weeks and get 4 weeks OF holiday a year. What the Bible is saying is that they should be treated with righteousness, justness and fairness. Given enough to eat. Given enough rest.

The Bible reminds us, we too have a Master. And you know how you want him to treat us – justly and fairly. For the Lord Jesus Christ is your master.

Is God’s word telling you to transform your relationship with your maid? To treat her justly? To treat her fairly?

Relevance:

Transition:  Christians today

Many Christians finds spirituality in the architecture, the candles or the ambience. He/she finds spirituality by singing songs of praise and worship. He/she finds spirituality by Christian experience such as speaking in tongues.

In the Bible, true spirituality is not found this way. True spirituality is not found in a place – be it a beach or desert or building. True spirituality is not found in an activity – whether it be meditation or speaking in tongues. 

In the Bible, true spirituality is found in Jesus Christ. True spirituality is found because we have accepted Christ as our Lord and Saviour. True spirituality is found because we are in Jesus Christ. True spirituality is found because we are raised with Christ. We have died and our life is now hidden in Christ.

Therefore, this true spirituality is not lived out in activities or rituals or ceremonies. True spirituality in Christ is lived out in relationships. True spirituality in Christ is expressed in relationships. True spirituality in Christ is experienced in relationships.

Coming to church – very easy. Having a spiritual experience – very easy. Wives, voluntarily submit to your nagging husband – very hard. Husband, sacrificially love your rebelling wife – very hard.

Are you truly spiritual in Christ? If so, then are you living transformed relationships? Are you putting on your new self in transformed relationships?

Illustration

When I was working at HP, Cheryl had an operation for her wrist. My 1st child Joshua was 15 months old and Ben was just 3 months old. She asked me to be with her at the operation but I had some reports I had to prepare. She said she really wanted me to be there but I said that these reports were very important.

So I wasn’t there when she had her operation. It was a painful operation and she really needed me there.

When I was preparing this sermon, I looked back at what happened that day. I realize that at that instant I did not love Cheryl sacrificially. I did not give of myself for her well-being. I did not show costly love for her.

I was wrong. I was not obeying Jesus Christ as Lord of my life that day. I was not surrendering myself to him as King.

And as I read this passage I repented of my actions. I committed myself to love her sacrificially. I committed to show her costly love.

As you hear God’s word today, are you willing to repent of your behaviour and actions?

Are you truly in Christ? Are you willingly to put off the old self and put on the new self? Are you willing to put on your transformed self?

Wives, are you willing to submit to your husbands? Husbands, are you willing to love your wives? Children, are you willing to obey your parents in everything? Fathers, are you willing not to embitter your children? Employees, are you willing to serve God in your work? Masters, are you willing to be just and fair to your workers?
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