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Colossians 1:1-14

1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother,

2 To the holy and faithful brothers in Christ at Colosse: Grace and peace to you from God our Father.

3 We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you,

4 because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all the saints--

5 the faith and love that spring from the hope that is stored up for you in heaven and that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel

6 that has come to you. All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and understood God's grace in all its truth.

7 You learned it from Epaphras, our dear fellow servant, who is a faithful minister of Christ on our behalf,

8 and who also told us of your love in the Spirit.

9 For this reason, since the day we heard about you, we have not stopped praying for you and asking God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding.

10 And we pray this in order that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God,

11 being strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so that you may have great endurance and patience, and joyfully

12 giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light.

13 For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves,

14 in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.

How do you know?

There I stood looking for something to buy my wife from America. It would probably be my last trip there for a long time. My preaching course had just finished. I probably wouldn’t be going back to America for a while. She likes jewellery. There I was in a big department store, in the women’s section. On one side was all costume jewellery – necklaces, earrings, rings. Average price: $20-$50. On the other display panel just beside it was the real stuff. Average price: $500 to the thousands of dollars. My question as I stood there--up close and personal: How do you tell between real and cosmetic jewellery, stones, pearls? To my untrained eye and inexperienced senses I genuinely could not! How do you tell between branded goods made in Italy and no-frills goods made in India?

Let’s up the stakes. Let’s climb up the ladder. We are 15 steps away from the cold hard truth. You pass the safe zones where you ask questions with no real impact on your life about jewellery and goods. You’re now not into the $1,000 safe zone but $1m dollar questions. You want to know answers to the costly issues. The more costly or precious someone or something is, the more assurance you want that this person or thing is REAL or TRUE. How do you know this is true love – you mean you are going to give your heart and body away to this person without knowing? How do you know that this is the life/true life – you mean you are going to give your waking hours and sleeping worries to this life without knowing? How do you know that this is the true God – you mean you are going to worship this God without knowing?

Paul writes this letter that we may know. That we may know three cold hard truths:

How do I know I am a true or real Christian?

How do I know I've got the true God?

How do I continue, now that I know the true Christian life from knowing the true God?

He writes this letter from prison in Rome about AD 60 because he heard persuasive false teaching had begun to infiltrate the Christians in Colossae. The false teachers were offering a cosmetic Christian life and experience versus the true Christian life and experience. They were offering a cosmetic Christian message versus the true Christian message. And the untrained spiritual eyes and inexperienced spiritual senses of the Colossian Christians could NOT tell the difference. Their spiritual radars could not detect these fatal stealth bombers and attractive Trojan horses. There was a dangerous innocence about the Colossian Christians. They knew truths but not half truths; knew the Gospel but not half truth gospels.

1. True Christian Praise

a. How do you know you are a true Christian? (1:3-5)

Paul begins this letter by praising them. Paul has not met them. He has only heard of them from Epaphras, his fellow worker. This is what he hears of them--in 1:3-5. And for Paul these three – faith, love and hope - are the authentic markers of the true Christian. These are the characteristics of the true Christian experience.

·  Faith in Christ Jesus (hearing and believing)

Firstly, faith in Christ Jesus. Faith is much misunderstood today. So often people say: "I cannot be like you.” I ask: “Why?” They say: “You have faith. Such strong faith to be a pastor and serve God full-time.” By that they mean faith is something subjective. It is something intangible that varies from person to person. Some have more, some have less. And in Christian circles, there is a dangerous innocence that teaches and believes everything is possible if only you have faith – subjective, some-have-more-some-have-less-faith. And if you ever have any unanswered prayers or any unfulfilled plans, it is not due to God lacking in giving but us lacking in faith.

Illustration: I knew a man who was paralysed neck down from a swimming accident. His parents were desperate and brought him to every sinseh. But nothing worked. In God’s timing, he became a Christian. Some well-meaning Christian friends brought him to a healing rally. They wheeled him in front. The healer and his group came along. They said: “Stand up. You must have faith. Faith without works is dead. Get rid of the wheelchair.” He tried. He fell backwards. They just moved on. There he was, lying on the tarmac in the stadium, paralysed, exposed before hundreds, looking up at sky, tears flowing. He kept thinking: “You think I don’t want to have faith, to be healed, not to be bound to this wheel chair?” He sincerely tried to squeeze every ounce of faith, but he was not healed. Cosmetic teaching about the Christian life can crush us.

The Bible’s meaning of faith according to Paul here is NOT something subjective inside us. It does not vary from person to person. Some have more, some have less. True faith focuses on Someone external to me. It focuses specifically on Christ. The “object” of true Christians' faith is “in Christ Jesus.” All believers have him equally. Some don’t have more, some don’t have less.

But the meaning “in Christ Jesus” is more than: Jesus is the “object” of our faith. “In Christ” – a phrase Paul uses 13 times in this letter – means this: All that we have received from God and all that we are, is because we are “in Christ”. “In Christ”, we are okay with God. Outside Christ, we are not okay with God. There is only one world, realm, environment, one channel, one network provider between God and us. Faith lives and acts in this world. Notice Paul DOES NOT say: “I have heard of your faith in (a general) god.” We are not Christians just because I can say: “I believe in God” – which can mean the god who helped me strike 4-D, the god who helped Goran Ivansinevic win the Wimbledon, helped the Singapore Lions beat Man U. We are ONLY Christians when we say: “I believe in Christ Jesus.”

“Christ” means God’s Anointed or God’s King. Who is this Christ and what has he done? Read 1:12-14. You know how impossible it is to believe that this man Jesus is God’s chosen Christ or King. That through Jesus’ death and resurrection – he alone gives me an inheritance-not judgement from God, he alone rescues us from one kingdom/condition to another, he alone redeems me from being a prisoner to self and Satan to being a child of God, he forgives me of my sins. The true Christian has “faith in Christ Jesus”. Why? Jesus alone is the God’s chosen who exchanges my deserved judgment with undeserved inheritance, who rescues me from my kingdom of darkness to his kingdom of light, who redeems me from one ownership to the rightful ownership, who forgives me of sins. True faith lives and acts in only this environment, this world, this realm, in this person Jesus the Christ. Faith does not live and act inside me, in my world, in my realm. Inside me – I live on glossy hype dangled in front of me and I act on self-interest, self-obsession, self-pleasing. Inside me does not live faith but fickleness.

Question: Is your faith in god? The general god? If so, you may not be a Christian. Is your faith in Christ Jesus?

· Love for the all the saints (= “the holy” = Greek word hagios)

The second marker of the true Christian is love for all the saints. Two things about this love. “Love” often forms a couple with “faith”. If we have faith in Christ Jesus, we will have love for all the saints which means love for fellow Christians, love for God’s people. Two sides of the same coin. This is a love from faith “in Christ”. It is a love in the Spirit (1:7). This means the love we have for God’s people is from being Christ. It is love that Holy Spirit nurtures in and amongst us. We cannot will to have this, we cannot manufacture this. It comes from without, not within. This cuts against popular thinking where “love”, like “faith”, is something that springs from the human heart.

This is where most of us fail to come clean with God. Because one of the great seductions of the evil one is to make us as Christians aspire to love the world in general but to love no one in particular. Haddon Robinson calls it an arithmetic, a mathematics, a spiritual equation that “comes right from the counting halls of hell” itself. The arithmetic that sings of crossing the ocean to save the world but will not cross the street to save a neighbour. The spiritual mathematics that wants to reach more people but will not reach out for someone in your Christian home, your Discipleship Group or for a new person after the service. The spiritual opium that dulls ourselves to think we can love people, but "surely you do not expect me to love persons – that irritating person in my group, that ugly guy in TNYF, that oddball in PUNJ, that timid person in my group, the loud-spoken foreigner in church, that incompetent woman or man who is MY Christian wife or husband, that nerve-wrecking teenager who lives in my Christian home?" Faith in Christ Jesus is always coupled with “love for all the saints”. We must not think we are Christian just because we have more knowledge, we have these spiritual experiences, done so many things for Christ, we have given my money to church – and therefore, it is the pastor’s duty to love.

Question: Who do you find unlovable amongst God’s persons in your family, DG, relationships? Why? And for how long? What do you think God wants you to do about it TODAY? Faith in Christ Jesus is coupled with love for “all” God’s people. “All” = regardless of what race, class, gender. If you find an increasing judgementalism, impatience, intolerance, malice, hatred for God’s persons here or anywhere, all the time - with justification - you must question your understanding of faith in Christ Jesus. Maybe you are just committed to a knowledge of a Christian worldview so that you can handle life. Maybe you are committed to spiritual experiences that make you feel more right and religious? Maybe you are not committed to Christ.

· Hope in Heaven

The final marker of the true Christian is “hope”. Read 1:5. To believe in Jesus is to hope in heaven. “Heaven” is the unseen world of spiritual reality. It is the world of the future which we now experience partially. It is the future where God will rule the world perfectly through Christ and there will be no more tears, no more death, mourning, crying or pain (Revelation 21:4). It is the ultimate future where God rules over his people in his chosen place. This hope in heaven that is already a reality is what gives birth to faith and love. It is not faith and love that manufacture or "psycho" us up to have this hope. Our present experience of faith in Christ (fellowship with God) and love for God’s people (fellowship with God’s people) is a foretaste, anticipation, of the full blessings of heaven which is there. Hope in heaven is like an entrée before main meal or banquet. Partial experience now of what we are yet to fully experience. Hope is NOT the reverse – it is not like icing on the cake. Part of the false teaching is that we can have it all – we can have the cake, the whole thing of heaven IF only we seek this special knowledge, practice religious disciplines, feel these spiritual experiences.

Challenge: Have we changed hope? If our hope is locked into all this world, it cruelly offers but never delivers. If our hope is that God will do for us in this world and for this life – and if he does it – it’ll be the charmed life I worked for and prayed for, then it is unlikely that our hope is in heaven with Christ who is seated at God’s right hand.

b. How do you know you heard the true Gospel? (1:5-8)

Paul assures them that they are true Christians. They have faith in Christ, love for all the saints and hope in heaven. Unlike religions, faith, love and hope look outward. Paul tells them: you live this way because of what you heard, learned, understood. (v5/v7/v9). And what have they heard, learned, understood? The “word of truth”--another way of saying the gospel. “Gospel” just means “news”. Turn on to news, turning on to gospel. How do you know this news is true? Beautiful news-caster watched on CNN or BBC? It is true not because BBC or CNN reported it but because God spoke it. God’s news in the Bible is all about Jesus. The Gospel of Jesus is nothing short of the truth. It’s the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. This same true gospel is bearing fruit – growing numerically and spiritually – all over the world. It is a global phenomenon and a local happening. When Epaphras taught you, he gave you the whole deal – in all its truth. Whether you heard it from him or me, we may have said differently, but you heard the same true gospel. Same news, some response. Same recipe, same results. Same Jesus, same Jesus’ people. I marvel at this: Drug addicts and convicts are the best prayers and singers. Their prayers express their hearing and learning of the SAME word of truth, gospel, Jesus.

2. True Christian Prayer

Paul reassures them: You are true Christians and you have the true message. Yours is the true Christian life and full-blown Christian experience. Again and again I hear of people who fall into adultery: “I don’t know why I did it. I had everything. A good wife, enough sex, good kids, a stable job. Nothing more.” Same line of logic seems to be characteristic of spiritual adultery when we are tempted to move on from Jesus. Don’t know why I did it--continue with it? Paul will tell us it is spiritual insecurity. He prays that they will continue. He does not want them to lose what it means to be a Jesus’ person. We need two things--knowledge and power. Both are available in Christ.

a. How do you continue as a true Christian? (1:9-14)

· Be filled with (full) knowledge of his will

I pray that God, not men, will fill you with knowledge. This full knowledge is available to all so that all may live this life. In knowing this, I pray God will give spiritual discernment to and understanding to see what it all means. To understand what is spiritually true and to live up to it.

· Live a life worthy of the Lord

Live up to it. Is there enough evidence, enough of a picture that my life is lived for somebody else? Does my life reveal the person and purpose? Illustration: Some men after church camp said changed their thinking about finding Christian life-partners. “Looks” - from our visual culture - are no more important. Instead, it is important to find somebody to grow in Godliness. Some wives came to me and said they have learnt to be submissive. And that they learnt that to go against their husbands is to go against Christ’s head-ship. Behind the authority of husband, parent, master is the authority of Christ. Some are more discerning of spiritual battles. His cunning scheme is to destroy unity and Godliness.

· Please him in every way

Wake up from pleasing self, pleasing men, in the weak sense of sucking up to them.

· Bearing fruit

Bearing fruit. God is looking for “practical” not “spiritual”.

· Be strengthened with all power

This is a first sign of that faith in Jesus, love for saints, hope in heaven. Life in the in-between. Needs endurance and patience. We need to be long-suffering towards circumstances and people. And what do we need? Power. Power is no less than resurrection power.

Illustration: I once walked down a cemetery in America. I found there were people looking to the sky. What were they doing? I realized that it was an unusual place to find bird-watchers, life, beauty. Endurance and patience is the most unlikely place to find God’s power and Christian joy on display. Do you know?

1
4

