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COIOSSE]G The Light of the Lycus Valley

Bible Text: Colossians 3:22-25; Philemon

Have you considered how life has a way of placing values on individuals
and projecting that supposed value into our thoughts and the thoughts
of others? For example, if | were to ask you, “Who is the more important
person, Bill Gates or the nineteen-year-old who handed your coffee to
you at Starbucks?” What would your immediate response be?

Naturally, we are drawn to someone like Bill Gates. He is famously
wealthy. He owns a worldwide corporation that employs many people
and is known for his philanthropy. The Starbucks barista has not know-
ingly accomplished anything near that level of success in the eyes of the
world. What if | told you that as a follower of Christ, both of these individ-
uals should appear as equals to you.

Although the world would convince us that one individual is more
valuable than another, the Bible says otherwise.

While discipling those in the regions of Asia Minor, the apostle Paul
struggled with an audience who had become accustomed to understand-
ing value based on the ways of the world. It was a society built on wealth,
enslavement, chauvinism, and cultural supremacy. In Paul’s writings to
the church of Colossae, a particular set of events gave Paul the perfect
opportunity to teach the church members how to see the value of the
individual in the way that God intended, rather than how the world pro-
jected.

Although it would have been easy for Paul to adhere to his day’s cultural
norms, he understood that if the church was going to grow and remain
strong, the value of humanity needed to be realigned. This lesson was
taught using one of the most powerful and influential churches in Asia
Minor. Their influence allowed God’s truth to permeate through the gen-
erations.
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WATCH THE LIGHT OF THE LYCUS VALLEY VIDEO

Through the examples of Onesimus, Philemon, and the Colossian
church, Paul effectively instilled a foundational truth. This truth separates
the worldly view from the biblical teaching that each of us holds undeni-
able, intrinsic value in the eyes of God. Therefore, humanity should hold
the same inherent value in the eyes of each person.

From the opening pages of Scripture, Genesis 1:26 states that
human beings were made in God’s image and likeness. No
matter what we look like physically, no matter what we
accomplish or neglect to achieve in this life, we represent
the image of God. We bear an unmatched intrinsic 7
value over any other part of creation. Further, no M
individual is created more or less in His image.
We have equal value in the eyes of God.

Our Father gave what was of utmost importance to
Him, His Son, Christ Jesus, for all humanity serves as
proof of this reality. Therefore, if we are the Church, built
on the teachings and life of Christ, it becomes a requirement

to place great value on each person because they bear God’s
image. This fact does not appear to have been second nature to
the church of Colossae. They were a mixed crowd of Jewish and Gentile
believers. Some in the church should have known better. The Jewish
believers knew the Scriptures and the value they placed on humanity.

For the Gentiles, and like some in the Church today, it was the first time
they had heard these truths about the value of humanity in God’s king-
dom. These new believers had spent years of their life being told, “If you
were born in this family, you have this status and value.” They were just
learning that as Colossians 3:11 states,

In this new life, it doesn’t matter if you are a Jew or a Gentile, circum-
cised or uncircumcised, barbaric, uncivilized, slave, or free. Christ is all
that matters, and he lives in all of us.

The revelation of the value of humanity to the Colossian church is essen-
tial! Paul is almost taking a page out of the early pages of the Bible. He
chose to teach the truth to this church through the example of someone
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who was not strong and grand in the eyes of the general population.
Instead, just as God used David, Gideon, and Ehud, Paul used the
example of the most unexpected individual to teach God’s truths a slave.

In the days of the first century, the perceived low value of a slave was
driven into the minds of the population by the pagan Roman Empire.
Slaves were not even considered people, simply property. They could be
sold, traded, mistreated, abused, killed, seized to cover debts of a mas-
ter, subjected to prostitution, and even used in gladiatorial fights. Roman
law had minimum protection for a slave. They existed at the will of their
masters, those individuals the world considered worth more than they.

Also, Paul's example grew more profound, as we cannot escape the fact
that according to Roman law, Onesimus was a criminal. Though we do
not know Onesimus’s dealings, Paul’s words in Philemon 18 allow us to
see that Onesimus had cost his master a great deal of money that he
clearly could not repay. As a slave, there were no options that Onesimus
would have had to make the wrong right, resulting in his flight from his
master or, stealing himself.

Under Roman law, Onesimus had no right to ask his master Philemon for
forgiveness, as such an act was unheard of. Yet, only one verse earlier,
Paul made the boldest of all of his requests in his short letter to Philemon
and the Colossian church, “welcome him as you would welcome me”
(Philemon 17). Paul was an apostle of Christ and a leader of the church
body. He was commissioned by the resurrected Christ and a spiritual
father to the church of Colossae. And he was telling them that Onesimus,
a slave and criminal, was to be treated no differently than if it were Paul
himself standing before them.

Perhaps the first thought in the minds of the Colossian church members
was, why. Why is Paul lowering himself to the level of a slave. How-
ever, Paul never lowered himself to the level of Onesimus. Instead, Paul
placed Onesimus and all others like him in the elevated position of a
human being created in God’s image.

Much like Onesimus, Paul knew that he had no right to forgiveness in
his previous life before he knew Christ. Colossians 2:13 reminds each of
us that, “You were dead because of your sins and because your sinful
nature was not yet cut away,” and with Ephesians 2:12, echoing this say-
ing, “You lived in this world without God and without hope.”
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We, too, must realize that we were once in the same fallen state as Paul.
Our sin brought about what would have been impending eternal doom.
However, Colossians 2:13 continues with a reminder that,

God made you alive with Christ, for he forgave all our sins.

Paul served as Onesimus’s advocate just as Christ had already been
Paul’'s advocate on the cross. Just as a slave in the first century, we too
were at one point slaves to sin, with no hope of breaking out of the down-
ward spiral. Paul wrote in Romans 6:20 - 23,

When you were slaves to sin, you were free from the obligation to do
right. And what was the result? You are now ashamed of the things you
used to do, things that end in eternal doom. But now, you are free from
the power of sin and have become slaves of God. Now you do those
things that lead to holiness and result in eternal life. For the wages of sin
is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus our
Lord.

Paul’'s example embodied the same reality as when Christ looked upon
humanity in our fallen, sinful state. We were those that the enemy would
deem as worthless and criminal but were brought to a place of forgive-
ness because we have value to God.

Our faith foundations are built on God creating humanity in His image.
Our foundations are built on loving God and loving all who are created in
His image, without exception. This is just one discipleship lesson we can
learn from Paul’'s example of Onesimus and the church in Colossae, and
God’s care for humanity.
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DIG DEEPER

Value. Do you inadvertantly project a value system on others? How about on
yourself? Does society determine your value, or does God? Below you will read
about the value ascribed to the name, Onesimus. Even a name can ascribe
value on another person. In your day-to-day life, how do you keep yourself from
forming unwarranted opinions of others based on their status, job, popularity, or
even their color of skin?

It is interesting when we look at the name Onesimus in the first century’s Koine
Greek. It actually displays quite a bit about the attitudes of those higher in soci-
ety who owned slaves. In the pagan world in the days of the New Testament, it
was common practice to give slaves names that did not resemble a free per-
son’s name but instead a “pet” name meant to mock their low standing. In the
case of Onesimus, which literally means “useful,” it was a relatively common
slave name mocking the idea that slaves were often believed to be useless. For
this reason, in the vast sea of Roman literature, the name Onesimus appears to
have been used for freedmen, slaves, and prostitutes, but virtually never for a
freeborn man.
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DIG DEEPER

In the first century, slaves were often identifiable by tattoos or necklaces placed
around their necks, containing messages such as, “If you find me, a reward

of gold will be given by my master.” When a slave did something wrong, there
was no one to protect them or serve as their advocate. One common practice
was seen in slaves running to nearby temples to seek asylum. However, this
often resulted in the temple priests returning the slaves for the reward or merely
selling the slaves to a new master for a more significant profit.

Onesimus learned that he did have an advocate! Today, who protects you?
Who serves as your advocate? Contemplate the ways that Christ has inter-
ceeded for you, both before man and before God, just as Paul likened himself
to Onesimus both of equal value in the eyes of God.

Colossians 2:13 God made you alive with Christ, for he forgave all our sins.
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DIG DEEPER

Whose “world” do you live in, man’s or God’s? Whether you are just learning,
like some in the church of Colossae, that all people are equal in the eyes of
God, or you have known this concept for many years, are you living it? Are you
living and “loving your neighbor,” and even “your enemies” as if they are made
in God’s image? (Matthew 5:43- 44)

Does this truth play out in your life in the form of forgiveness? Name a time
or times when you have lived out the commands of God in your treatment of
others.

In this new life, it doesn’t matter if you are a Jew or a Gentile, circumcised or
uncircumcised, barbaric, uncivilized, slave, or free. Christ is all that matters,
and he lives in all of us. Colossians 3:11
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PERSONAL REFLECTION
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