
Colossians 1-3 
M. W. Bassford, 9-21-14 
 
 Perhaps one of the most fundamental questions we can ask ourselves is, “Who are our lives about?”  
There are two options.  First, our lives can be about ourselves, pursuing our own plans, living according to 
what we think is right.  Second, our lives can be about Jesus, as we live according to His will and standards. 
 I suspect that all of us here this morning would heartily endorse the second choice, as, indeed, would 
just about everybody in every church building in the city of Joliet.  “Why, of COURSE we should live for 
Jesus!” we would exclaim.  However, it isn’t that easy.  Simply because we think we’re living for Jesus doesn’t 
mean that we actually are.  There are countless millions in the world today who think they are serving God, 
when in reality, they are serving themselves. 
 This is a problem we have to watch out for ourselves.  It’s easy for us to create a religion in our own 
image instead of honoring Christ.  This is not a new problem.  It’s a very old problem.  Indeed, we see first-
century Christians struggling with it.  We also see at least one of Paul’s answers to it in Colossians 1-3. 
 
Colossians 1 
 Our exploration of this topic must begin with an analysis of what Paul says in Colossians 1.  As so 
many of Paul’s epistles do, this one opens with A PRAYER.  Consider with me Colossians 1:1-11.  First of 
all, note that in this case, as is also true of the epistle to the Romans, Paul is writing to a church he has never 
visited.  Instead, the Colossians have learned the truth about Jesus from Paul’s friend Epaphras.  In this 
context, then, it makes sense that Paul wants to present them with a foundational view of Christianity. 
 First, Paul expresses his thankfulness for the way that the Colossians have received the gospel.  In 
them, it is constantly bearing fruit and increasing, and among those fruits are faith and love.  The Colossians’ 
performance here makes for an interesting measuring stick for us.  God hasn’t changed any.  If He expected 
the gospel in the Colossians to bear fruit and increase, He expects it to bear fruit and increase in us too.   

This fruitfulness shows itself not in our claims of faith and love, but in our displays of faith and love.  
Every day, we need to be doing a better job of walking by faith, not by sight, of relying on God instead of the 
world’s wisdom.  Every day, we need to be better expressing our love for our brother and our neighbor.  If 
we aren’t doing those things, we need to return to the word again and again, until it starts bearing fruit. 
 Indeed, this expanded knowledge is exactly what Paul prays for the Colossians to receive.  It is 
spiritual wisdom and spiritual understanding that lead us to walk worthy, bear fruit, and please God.  Now, 
certainly knowledge isn’t sufficient.  As the Corinthians learned, knowledge without love leads only to 
arrogance.  However, knowledge is essential.  There is no substitute for knowledge, and without it, we cannot 
hope to inherit eternal life.  We need to know, which means we need to read.  Ideally, every Christian will 
read his Bible every day of his life.  If we aren’t there, we need to work on getting there. 
 Paul next explores one of the central themes of the gospel, THE GLORY OF JESUS.  Read with 
me from Colossians 1:12-23.  This is a text that is simply filled with superlatives.  Jesus is pre-eminent over 
everything, He is the creator and sustainer of everything, He is the head over everything to the church, the 
firstborn from the dead, and will soon be acknowledged by everyone as first in everything.   
 However, this great Lord and God revealed Himself to us in a shocking way:  by dying a criminal’s 
death for the crimes that all of us had committed against God.  This is hard for us to imagine, because we 
know how great men in the world behave.  The President doesn’t clean the toilets in the White House.  The 
CEO of McDonalds doesn’t grill burgers during the lunch rush.  However, Jesus did something more 
astounding than any of those things.  Even though He was King, He took our sins upon Himself so that we 
could be holy, blameless, and past reproach—so that we could become what He always was. 
 Of course, Jesus’ servanthood does not diminish His kingship.  He lowered Himself for our sakes, 
but that doesn’t mean that we get to lower Him ourselves.  We must honor Him as King in the only way that 
makes sense—by obedience.  Only as we are faithful to Him do we share in His blessings. 
 This leads Paul naturally to the subject of SUFFERING FOR CHRIST.  Look at what he says in 
Colossians 1:24-29.  Paul’s actions here seem extreme.  After all, who of us wants to suffer for anybody?  
However, they make sense in light of what he has just said about Jesus.  Think of it like this.  If somebody 



does some small nice thing for us, decency demands that we look for some small way to return the favor, to 
say “Thank you”.  If somebody does some moderate thing for us, we know that a small thank-you isn’t 
enough.  We have to make return for what we have been given.  How, then, should we respond to Jesus, the 
Lord of heaven and earth who willingly went to the cross, suffered, and died for our salvation?  Paul’s 
response is clear.  If Jesus suffered for him, he needed to suffer for Jesus. 
 We need to measure our gratitude according to the same standard.  If we truly appreciate what Jesus 
has done for us, the way we live will reflect it.  Jesus went to the wall for us; we need to go to the wall for 
Him.  Christianity is not a religion for the comfortable, because we serve a King who had no concern for His 
own comfort.   We should never ask how little we can get away with giving to Jesus.  We must always ask 
how much we can give.  If our families do not approve of our walk with Christ, but we follow Him anyway 
and suffer for it, so be it.  If we tell our friends and co-workers about our Savior and suffer for it, so be it.  
There is nothing we can do for Jesus that remotely compares to what He did for us. 
 Before the Lord’s Supper, then, let’s reflect first of all on the spectacular, stunning mercy of Jesus 
Christ.  How God Himself could come to earth and die for His creation is the greatest mystery of all time.  
We cannot imagine that He loved us that much, yet He so clearly did.  In the face of that love, how much do 
we love Him?  How do we reflect it?  Let’s think on these things as we partake. 
 
Colossians 2 
 In the second chapter of Colossians, Paul continues to logically work out the implications of the 
ideas he’s already advanced.  The first of these is the importance of WALKING IN CHRIST.  Let’s look at 
Colossians 2:1-7 to see what he’s talking about.  Generally speaking, the Colossians are doing a good job with 
discipleship.  Paul wants them to keep it up, and the only way for them to do that is to walk in Christ as they 
have learned Christ.  Logically speaking, there is a direct connection between understanding Christ’s Lordship 
and living godly.  We don’t worship Him and acknowledge His power simply because it’s good to do so, 
though it is.  Instead, God commands us to do those things because of the effect they ought to have on us.  
Once we recognize who Jesus really is, we also recognize that we must obey Him. 
 Our obedience problems, then, are really understanding problems.  I suspect that as Christians, we 
often separate the law of Christ from the One who gave it.  Yeah, sure, the Bible says that Jesus expects me 
to do this and this and this, but ignoring His commandments about evangelism and materialism and lust is 
kind of like jaywalking.  Everybody does it, so it’s not a big deal, right? 
 Brethren, that’s not the way it works.  Jesus is not some kind of bureaucrat.  He doesn’t churn out 
volumes of regulations every year that He’s not personally invested in.  Instead, His law is very personal to 
Him.  When we obey His law, we honor Him personally.  When we disobey His law, we insult Him 
personally.  There is no way to show our respect and love for Jesus other than through obedience. 
 Walking in Christ also requires TRUSTING IN CHRIST.  We see Paul’s discussion here in 
Colossians 2:8-15.  Here, one of Paul’s main reasons for writing to the Colossians finally takes center stage.  
In the last section, he parenthetically mentioned his concern that the Colossians would be taken captive with 
persuasive argument.  Now, he explains what kind of persuasive arguments he’s concerned with.   
 According to Paul, the danger to the Colossians is posed by philosophy, empty deception, and the 
elementary principles of the world.  When we read between the lines, we see that he is talking about an old 
enemy of his:  those who would turn to the Law of Moses as an instrument to make themselves righteous.  
It’s commonly said that this passage refers to an early form of Gnosticism, and I agree that there’s probably 
some Greek influence here too.  Regardless, the people Paul is worried about believe that they can justify 
themselves by human wisdom and the works it approves, rather than by leaning on Jesus. 
 Paul points out three problems with this self-justifying mixture of Jewish and Greek teaching.  First, 
once we start deciding for ourselves what’s right and what’s wrong, whether by relying on the Law, the body 
of Jewish tradition, Greek philosophy, or some mashup that’s peculiarly our own, we inevitably reject the 
authority of Christ.  If we don’t honor Christ as King in everything, we honor Him in nothing.   
 Brethren through the years have often been fond of quoting Alexander Campbell as saying, “Speak 
where the Bible speaks; be silent where the Bible is silent.”  I don’t quote that for a variety of reasons, one of 
which is that I think it misses the point.  Our reverence is not for the Bible itself.  The Bible is an instrument.  



The Bible is a tool.  Our reverence is for the Lord Jesus Christ.  We speak where Christ and His holy apostles 
spoke.  For the rest, we do not presume to speak in His place.  We honor Him by remaining silent. 
 Second, these false teachers err in seeking to justify themselves rather than seeking justification 
through Christ.  That’s not how the Colossians were saved.  Instead, they died to their sins when they were 
buried with Jesus in baptism, and they began their new lives when they were raised up in Christ through the 
powerful working of God.  This text could not be clearer.  Either we are seeking salvation our own way, or 
we are seeking it Christ’s way, and Christ’s way is baptism for the forgiveness of sins.  Paying attention to the 
persuasive arguments of men counts for nothing.  Obeying the gospel of Christ counts for everything. 
 Paul concludes this section by pointing out a third problem with these false teachers.  They rely on 
the Law, but the Law was nailed to the cross with Christ.  When He breathed His last, the whole Law of 
Moses was just as dead as He was.  Today, if we seek to justify ourselves according to the Law, we are relying 
on a dead letter.  The Law still reveals God’s nature to us.  The stories it tells give us plentiful examples of 
good and bad moral conduct.  However, its authority has been superseded by the authority of Christ. 
 This means, for instance, that if we turn to Psalms to justify our use of the instrument in worship, we 
are relying on a dead letter.  If we turn to Leviticus to justify the practice of tithing, we are relying on a dead 
letter.  Those things are not part of the law of Christ, and if we follow them, we are not following Him. 
 Finally, Paul says, we must affirm the pre-eminence of Christ by AVOIDING WORDLY 
JUDGMENTS.  He makes this point in Colossians 2:16-23.  There are two problems in particular that Paul 
identifies here, which apparently both reside in the same group of people.  The first concerns binding 
Pharisaical regulations about food, drink, festivals, new moons, and Sabbaths.  The second concerns the 
asceticism pushed by those who think they have received personal, private revelations.  Both of these things, 
Paul says, constitute a turning away from Christ, and the Colossians need to reject both. 
 There are a couple of applications that we ought to make here.  The first has to do with the general 
religious world.  In spiritual matters, there is only one authority, and that is Jesus.  If Jesus commanded it, we 
must do it, but that power belongs only to Jesus.  It does not belong to the church.  It does not belong to 
some other man.  It belongs to Christ the Lord.  Adding their word to His is a rejection of His authority. 
 Second, though, we must acknowledge the application of this passage ourselves.  Within the bounds 
of Scripture, it is our right to conduct our lives as we see fit.  We all have our own opinions about what we 
think is wise or unwise, and we are free to live accordingly.  What we do not have the right to do, however, is 
to bind our opinion on others.  If we do, we ourselves are usurping the throne of Jesus. 
 Let me give you an example.  As most of you are aware, I don’t eat dessert.  This is a practice I began 
20 years ago, and I’m likely to continue it until I die.  I suppose a case could be made that I’m wise in not 
eating desserts.  It’s certainly spared me a couple of hundred thousand extra calories through the years!   
 However, wise though it may be, as convinced as I may be that shunning dessert is a prudent practice 
that everyone should follow, nothing gives me the right to get up here in the pulpit and say, “Y’all need to 
quit eating dessert.”  Only Jesus has the power to bind like that, and I must honor His silence. 
 
Colossians 3 
 Within the third chapter of Colossians, and the last one we’ll look at this morning, Paul first 
describes SEEKING THE THINGS ABOVE.  Look at Colossians 3:1-4.  In context, the point is pretty 
plain.  As we saw in the last chapter, there are two ways to look at our spiritual lives.  Either we can trust in 
ourselves, or we can trust in Christ.  When we trust Christ, we aren’t worried about following manmade rules.  
We only want to do the things that He has told us will lead us to heaven.  Second, we will set our mind on the 
things that are above.  We will focus on developing a genuine understanding of Jesus and His mystery, not on 
learning from anyone else’s spiritual philosophy.   
 This should remind us that just as Christianity is a call up, it is also always a call back.  In the 2000 
years since the time of Christ, our understanding of technology has advanced a great deal.  The Ethiopian 
eunuch rode in a chariot; we zip around in cars.  However, any changes that have occurred in so-called 
Christianity since the first century are not advances.  They are departures from the simple truth of Christ and 
His will for us.  Over and over again, Paul is urging us, “Don’t focus on that other stuff.  Focus on Jesus.” 
 As part of our search for the things above, we are responsible for PUTTING OFF wicked 
behavior.  Paul explains in Colossians 3:5-11.  When I studied this text in preparation for preaching, I noticed 



something that I either had forgotten or never recognized in the first place.  This is a double-barreled list.  
The first group of things that we are to put off appears in v. 8, and it involves things that the world practices, 
that we acknowledge are sinful and ought to get rid of:  sexual sin, lust, and materialism.   

However, if we have succeeded in eradicating those things from our lives, another tier of challenges 
awaits.  Maybe we kicked that porn habit, but do we still get mad at our spouse sometimes?  Maybe we don’t 
covet our neighbor’s new sports car anymore, but do we still cuss a little bit when we hit our thumb with a 
hammer?  What about lying?  What about bearing ill will toward that brother in Christ who annoys us? 

Paul’s point is that even while we dismiss man’s made-up rules, we must never dismiss God’s 
condemnation of evil.  We didn’t save ourselves; Christ saved us.  However, He didn’t save us so that we 
could continue in the same wicked practices that got us into trouble in the first place.  He saved us so that we 
could become new people who every day, lived more and more like Jesus.  When we put Jesus first, those old 
distinctions of race and social class stop mattering.  Instead, we are defined only according to Him. 

Finally, Paul encourages us in PUTTING ON virtue.  He reveals what this means in Colossians 
3:12-17.  In particular, his words here appear to concern the way that we treat other Christians.  We aren’t to 
be people who are harsh and judgmental with one another.  Instead, our conduct should be filled with 
kindness, longsuffering, forgiveness, love.  This, and only this, is the recipe for peace in a local church. 

This is simple to understand, but it’s hard to do.  As far as I know, the Joliet church is at peace right 
now, but it hasn’t always been that way in the past, and I’m sure that more opportunities for strife await us in 
the future.  Contention in a church can quickly become a big problem, but its defeat lies in small steps that 
every one of us must take.  We have to be people who assume the best about one another, who tolerate 
differences on matters of opinion, who go out of our way to avoid antagonizing our brethren.  This requires 
constant vigilance and constant work, but it’s the only way to produce the unity that Jesus expects. 

Our understanding of and devotion to Christ, however, isn’t only to result in right treatment of one 
another.  It should also lead us to glorify Him with our lips, by teaching and admonishing one another in song 
and by thanking Him for His great goodness.  However, we can’t merely call Him Lord.  We have to honor 
Him as our Lord in our actions.  Everything that we do, whether in the church or individually, must be done 
under His authority and according to His will.  The rebellious Christian will look for ways to dethrone Jesus.  
He’ll look for reasons to dismiss the pattern of the New Testament, for loopholes that he can squeeze 
through to do what he really wants.  However, that can’t be our attitude.  If Jesus is truly our Lord, our only 
search will be for more and better ways to obey Him. 

 


