Live in Christ, the risen Lord! [COLOSSIANS 3:1-11]

What has come before:

In previous weeks we looked at the supremacy and sufficiency of Christ. We have
seen that through baptism into Christ, the Colossian believers already have all they
need, and they should not let themselves be taken captive by the idea that they
need to add something extra to their faith.

Read: Colossians 3:1-11

In the previous section (Colossians 2:16-23) Paul warns the Colossians against
being sucked in to observe man-made regulations. He finishes by saying that these
regulations, ‘lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence’. (Col 2:23 NIV).

In today’s passage Paul gives two lists of things for the Colossian Christians to
refrain from (Colossians 3:5, 8-9). Why should Paul’s list have any better effect
than the regulations of Colossians 2:16-23?

In Colossians 3:1-4 Paul deals with the root of sin first, and only after that, deals
with the symptoms.

For Paul, that moral victory has already been accomplished at the cross, and their
victory can be discovered only in the life that begins with a baptism into a life of
cruciformity.! [Life shaped by (and like) Christ and the cross]

We will focus on three things:

1. Participation with Christ — (Note: a lot of theory here, so you could just touch
on this and concentrate on #2 below)

2. Training the Mind

3. Old life vs the New

Participation with Christ

Paul often uses phrases like ‘in him’ or ‘with him’ to describe how we participate in
Christ’s death and resurrection. Think back to the participation language
throughout the letter so far, in particular:
1 Tn him you were also circumcised with a circumcision not performed by
human hands. Your whole self ruled by the flesh * was put off when you were
circumcised by Christ, 2 having been buried with him in baptism, in which
you were also raised with him through your faith in the working of God, who
raised him from the dead.
13When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your flesh,
God made you alive with Christ. (Colossians 2:11-13a NIV)

1 S. McKnight, The Letter to the Colossians (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2018), 287.
See For further reading / thought for a bit more about cruciformity.
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Colossians 3:1-4 has more participation language:
e you have been raised with Christ (Colossians 3:1 NIV)
e For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. (Colossians 3:3
NIV)
e When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in
glory (Colossians 3:4 NIV)

Without denying the reality of a future resurrection with Christ, Paul, following his
typical “already/not yet” paradigm, asserts that those who belong to Christ have
already experienced a “spiritual” resurrection with Christ. Because they are “in him
and Christ has himself been raised to sit at the right hand of the Father, so
believers can be said to have been “raised with” him.?

14

When we think of participation with Christ, it is often a matter of us becoming what
we already are.

There are past, present, and future elements here. We have already died with
Christ, and we already participate in his resurrection life. Our present life is hidden
with Christ in God. And in the future when Christ appears, we will appear with him
in glory.

In 2:10-15 and 3:1-4, “Paul” also says the Colossians have died, been buried, and
been raised with Christ. In 2:20, having died with Christ has behavioral
implications. In 3:1, having been raised with Christ has behavioral implications. The
believer lives out of this participation in Christ’s death and resurrection. Christian
behavior, then, for the author of Colossians, has a twofold root: the overall picture
of Christ functions as a living law, and participation in Christ’s death and
resurrection provides orientation for living. Given these bases for Christian
behavior, there is no need for a detailed code of behavior.3

your life is now hidden with Christ in God (Colossians 3:3b NIV)

Paul suggests, at the present time our heavenly identity is real, but it is hidden. We
have certainly not been physically transported to heaven; nor do we, who belong to
the heavenly realm, look any different from those around us who still belong to this
world. Verse 4 affirms that this will one day change. In the meantime, our true
status is veiled; and, though we may not look any different than those around us,
Paul’s point in this context is that we certainly need to behave differently*

2 D. 1. Moo, The letters to the Colossians and to Philemon (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Eerdmans, 2008, 246

3 C. H. Talbert, Ephesians and Colossians (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2007),
236.

4 Moo, 250.
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What does it mean to be crucified with Christ?

In what ways can believers actively participate in the resurrection life now?

How does living in the power of the resurrection impact a Christian's daily life and
relationships?

Training the mind
2 Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. (Colossians 3:2 NIV)

Verse 1 tells us to seek the things that are above (note that the NIV translates this
as ‘set your heart’ but the word heart does not appear in the Greek). This is
reminiscent of Jesus telling his followers to ‘seek first the kingdom of God.’

Seeking has to do with the orientation of the will. As an analogy, visualize a
compass needle seeking the magnetic pole. Seeking does not have to do with
hunting God, because he is not lost! Instead, it has to do with aims and ambitions.
It goes beyond investigating to obtaining.>

And in verse 2, the Colossians are told to set their minds on things above, not on

earthly things. The same verb (¢poveite - phroneite) is used here as in Philippians
2:5 'let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,’

Have you heard the saying describing a person as 'so heavenly minded that they
are no earthly good’?

Do you think there is any truth in that saying?

Is that what is in view here?

How does this affect our view of life and the world?

What do you think it means to set your mind on things above?

Scott McKnight says:

The exhortation based on co-resurrection is now given: “Set your hearts on things
above” (3:1b), and then “above” is defined as “where Christ is, seated at the right
hand of God” (3:1c). Far from a summons to an un-or otherworldliness, this
exhortation calls the Colossians to live in the world on the basis of the rule of Christ
over all the powers. That is, as F. F. Bruce wrote, because they have been raised
with Christ, “the believers have now no private life of their own.... Their interests
must ... be his interests.” ...

To back up now: on the basis of their co-resurrection with Christ, the Colossians are
to seek to participate in new-creation life by directing their faith and lordship
toward the Christ, who rules all of creation. That rule is not yet visible to all but
someday will be (3:4). To seek the things above, then, means to live a life on earth
under the resurrected King Jesus as the Lord of all creation, with the implication
that Caesar is not their true lord. ...

> E. D. Martin, Colossians, Philemon (Scottdale, Pennsylvania: Herald Press,1993), 134
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For Paul it is a theo-moral term: how one thinks, shapes how one lives. Thus, flesh
mindedness leads to flesh living, while Spirit mindedness leads to Spirit-drenched
living (Rom 8:5; cf. Gal 5:10). This second group becomes Spirit-ually wise in their
relations of humility and love and harmony (e.g., 2 Cor 13:11; Phil 1:7; 2:2, 5;
3:15; 4:2; Rom 12:3, 16). The opposite is the way of discord, violence, and
fractured relationships: that is, “their minds are set on earthly things” (e.g., Phil
3:19).°

What does it mean to think about earthly things?

The things that are on earth (things below) are not the physical, material things, for
the Bible does not teach that material things are evil in themselves. Rather, the
expression speaks of the earthbound, the unspiritual, the things of the self-life (cf.
Phil. 3:19)’

Have you ever used Facebook? My feed gets filled up with thing that Facebook
wants me to look at, rather than what I really want to see (which is what friends
and family are up to). If I click on something out of curiosity, say for example
something about a fancy pan, then next time I am in Facebook there is a lot more
items about frying pans. So, I need to ‘retrain’ Facebook by clicking on either the
‘Hide Ad’ if it’s an ad, or the ‘I don’t want to see this’ option. And click on the
things I do want to see.

I think this is an analogy to retraining our minds. Filling it with the things we want
to think about, and, avoiding the things we don't.

This passage is not the only place Paul talks about the mind. Look up:
Romans 12:1

Philippians 4:8

1 Corinthians 2:15-16

What do you find helpful in ‘training” your mind?

Old life vs the New

In verses 9 and 12, a new metaphor is used, but the idea is the same as verses 1-
4. In Christ we have died to our old life. In Christ, we are raised to new life. In
verse 9 the image is of taking off old clothes. And in verse 12, the image is of
putting new clothes on.

In the early church it was frequently the case that a candidate for baptism would
take off the old suit of clothes they were wearing and then, after coming up from
immersion, would be given a new set of clothes to wear. They would be coloured

6 McKnight, 290, 292-293.
7 Martin, 135.
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white to signify the purity of the new life they were now entering. This may well be
in Paul’s mind here.®

There are two lists of sins here. The first list is largely to do with sexual
immorality. The second list appears to us to be less serious, but does God see it
that way? Certainly, the second list is easier for us to excuse, as Jane Williams
says below. She points out that resisting ‘smaller’ sins has a cumulative effect
(perhaps similar to my Facebook analogy earlier).

The people who are reading this letter have already made their choice. They have
chosen the new life of Christ, to the point where they can emphatically say that the
old life is dead (Colossians 3:3). And yet it clings on to them with ghostly and
terrible fingers. Despite the choice they have made, both costly and joyful, they are
still unable to live Christ’s risen life. Over and over again, in all that they do daily,
they have to go on making that choice in the small things. That one great decision,
to live in Christ, then has increasingly to shape all the smaller decisions, so that
each part of their lives demonstrates what they value. The two lists in this reading
from Colossians are interesting. The first one (v. 5) seems to concentrate on the
big things, the ones that anyone would agree were signs of an immoral life, while
the second one (vv. 8-9) goes on to the smaller things, that are easier to forgive
ourselves for, but that actually have an insidious and creeping effect on our
judgement and on our life together. Colossians makes a forcible connection
between these smaller choices and the huge choice for Jesus. Every time we resist
anger or malice, the image of God becomes a bit clearer in us (v. 10).°

you have taken off your old self with its practices '° and have put on the new self,

which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. (Colossians 3:9b-

10 NIV)

Two things:

e this is a process (is being renewed)

e ‘it looks forward to being more and more like the original intent as revealed and
demonstrated in Christ.”° ‘It is clear that it is closely concerned with the
knowledge of Christ and conformity to his likeness, which, in turn, is the
substance of God'’s self-revelation’.**

8 T. Wright, Paul for Everyone: The Prison Letters: Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and
Philemon (London: SPCK, 2004), 177.

° . Williams, Lectionary Reflections: Year C (London: SPCK, 2003), 97.

10 Martin, 153.

11 C.F.D. Moule, The Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon (Cambridge: University Press,
1957), 161. Quoted in Martin, 153.
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Homework / For personal Reflection

Memorise Philippians 4:8 (NIV version below but memorise the version you prefer).

8 Finally, brothers and sisters,
whatever is true,
whatever is noble,
whatever is right,
whatever is pure,
whatever is lovely,
whatever is admirable
—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—
think about such things.

What old ‘earthly’ clothing do you need to get rid of?

For further reading / thought

‘the resurrection to new life is — paradoxically — a life shaped by the cross. In being
raised to new life, we do not leave the cross behind. Not only is our crucifixion with
Christ an ongoing experience (again, Gal. 2:19-20), but the very shape of the
resurrection life is cross-shaped, or cruciform. This is the life that Christ lives in us by
the power of his Spirit is an extension of the life of obedience to God and love that
landed him on a Roman cross. Christ’s self-giving generosity, service and hospitality (2
Cor. 8:9; Phil. 2:1-11; Rom. 15:1-3) continue their life in the life of his people.
Participating in Christ’s resurrection life is a cruciform new life.”12

12 Michael J. Gorman, Participating in Christ: Explorations in Paul’s Theology and Spirituality
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2019), 260-261.
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