True Confidence

Preached by Pastor Chris Chia to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 21-22 July 2001.

Colossians 1:1-15 – 23

15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation.

16 For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him.

17 He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.

18 And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy.

19 For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him,

20 and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.

21 Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior.

22 But now he has reconciled you by Christ's physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation--

23 if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard and that has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become a servant.

The big deal about the whole deal: Deprivation & Confidence

We make much about getting the whole deal in life. We want the whole deal when we buy a product, when we pay for a service, when we get into a relationship. And when we don’t get the whole deal with a product, we feel deprived of quality. And when we don’t get the whole deal with a service, we feel short-changed. And when we don’t get the whole deal with a relationship, we feel cheated. If you have ever felt cheated with a product, short-changed with a service, deprived in a relationship – how did you respond? You move on. To the next product, the next service, the next relationship. And it’s not just that you are unhappy or discontented. More precisely, you move on because you are not confident, you are insecure. You cannot trust this product, service, person. You go on what is an exciting and what seems like an eternal search for the ULTIMATE gizmo, for the supreme quality, for the all-fulfilling relationship. And you will settle for nothing less. The whole business/marketing world is built on feeding this insecurity. They tempt you with two or three more features and you move on to the next new phone, car. Oh we do make a big deal about not getting the whole deal – the lawsuit industry is about getting the whole deal from doctors. Oh we do make big deal about getting the whole deal – the whole psychology/counselling profession is about being deprived and dysfunctional in relationships.

1. Supremacy: The whole deal about Jesus (1:15-20)

Paul writes to reassure the believers in Colossae that they have the whole deal when they believe in Jesus. He writes to make a big deal about this Jesus – who he is and what he has come to do. The big deal is Paul wants them to be so clear about Jesus, so confident, so secure. The confidence is not in Paul’s reassurance. Because that is no comfort. Why? If Paul is a crooked salesman who knows his product is faulty, at best, a crooked salesman’s empty reassurances only delays the customers’ disappointment. At worst, he just cold-heartedly cons them with no remorse. Paul is not a crooked salesman who does either. On the contrary, Paul knows his product is TRUE. And here he writes the most magnificent piece, like a Christian hymn, about the person of Jesus. Colossians 1:15-20 is like a piece of beautiful music you come across while surfing the radio channels. It grabs attention, makes you sit up, inspires us. Replays video. Slow motion. Fall in love afresh with Jesus. He talks about Jesus being supreme in “all things”. The word “all” and phrase “all things” floods this section. It appears 8 times in 5 verses. Why? Paul is saying: If life was the Olympics, Jesus sweeps gold in all events. If life was about education, Jesus clinches the university medal. If life was about money, Jesus would be Fortune magazine's world’s richest man – permanently. Paul’s point is this: Jesus is supreme, Jesus aces, Jesus gets first place. No one can bring you closer to God. No one can make you more right. Jesus is the whole deal when it comes to knowing God and being right with Him. Paul explains the whole deal in four ways: Jesus’ relationship with the Father, with creation, new creation, in reconciliation.

a.       Supreme in relationship with Father: Image

Firstly, 1:15 says: “He (Jesus) is the image of the invisible God.” “Image” does not mean mirror image. It does not mean the reflection we see in the mirror. Image is NOT a reflection word. Rather, “image” is a revelation word. Only Jesus reveals God’s nature and character perfectly. Only Jesus represents God fully. He is God’s full representative. It refers to Jesus’ relationship to God the Father. So Jesus is supreme in revealing God and his glory. So often we say to God: “If you show yourself to me, I will believe in you.” God has shown himself FULLY in Jesus. Jesus is the image of the invisible God. Are you secure about Jesus as full and final revelation? If we are, then all who come claiming to reveal more or to represent God more fully are just doing that – “claiming” – and claiming to do the impossible. Why impossible? Because ONLY Jesus reveals and represents God fully. Just in case you cannot put your finger on this. I’ll quote from an international bestseller--"Conversations With God":
“So let’s enter the dialogue with a question I had been asking for a very long time: How does God talk, and to whom? When I asked this question, here’s the answer I received:

'I talk to everyone. All the time. The question is not to whom do I talk, but who listens?'

Intrigued, I asked God to expand on this subject. Here’s what God said:

'First, let’s exchange the word "talk" with the word "communicate". It’s a much better word, a much fuller, more accurate one. When we try to speak to each other – Me to you, you to Me, we are immediately constricted by the unbelievable limitation of words. For this reason, I do not communicate by words alone. In fact, rarely do I do so. My most common form of communication is through feeling. Feeling is the language of the soul. If you want to know what’s true for you about something, look to how you’re feeling about it. Feelings are sometimes difficult to discover – and often even more difficult to acknowledge. Yet hidden in your deepest feelings is your highest truth. The trick is to get those feelings. I will show you how. Again. If you wish.'”

How God reveal himself to us still make best-sellers. According to Paul, to the Bible, God does NOT talk to us by our feelings, by our thoughts, by our willingness to listen. God talks to us by His Son. Jesus is THE whole deal in revealing or representing God. You believe that?

b. Supreme in relationship with Creation: “Firstborn”

Secondly, Jesus is the “firstborn” of all creation. It may suggest Jesus is the first among, or Jesus is the first of, all created beings. To think that Jesus is the first created being is a mistake for two reasons.

i.      In (en) him, by (dia) him and for (eis) him

First, the whole context. Words have no meaning apart from context. Words have no meaning apart from a sentence. Sentences have no meaning apart from paragraphs. Paragraphs have no meaning apart from chapters. Chapters have no meaning apart from a book. The next sentence says that all things – heaven and earth, visible and invisible – were created in him, by or through him and for him. “In Him” means God’s creation, like election, only takes place in Christ. “By him” means Jesus is the agent of creation. “For him” means Jesus is the goal of all creation. Taken together, it shouts out the message: Jesus is creator, not created! That is Jesus’ relationship with creation.

But what does the phrase “‘firstborn’ of all created” mean? Jehovah Witnesses insist that Jesus is a created being, NOT God from this verse. That is where the word, “firstborn” needs explanation. In the Old Testament, the firstborn son was always the father’s heir/inheritor. But why is Jesus THE heir? Two passages help. Exodus 4:22, God says: “This is what the Lord says: ‘Israel is my firstborn. Let my son go so that he may go and worship me. But you Pharoah refused to let him go; so I will kill your firstborn son.'” So, firstborn means beloved son. In Psalm 89:27, God speaks to King David and says this: “I will also appoint him my firstborn, the most exalted of the kings of all the earth.” “Firstborn” is a term of endearment, of intimacy, of closeness. God uses “firstborn” for Israel, then for David the king, then for His Son, Jesus - the true Israelite and the true King. Jesus is God’s firstborn - God’s true beloved Son, not created being, Jesus – he inherits all things. Jesus is the WHOLE deal in creation. Do you believe that?

ii. All things (panta) hold together

But why is Paul laboring that Jesus is supreme – not just in his relationship to God, but his relationship to creation? This was written 2,000 years ago. It was written to an ancient world - where belief in spirits, in idols, little “g” gods, in the unseen powers that be - was rampant and deep. Not very much unlike sharing Jesus with Chinese or Asian parents and grandparents. They come from a world where there is a god of the kitchen, a god of the sea, a god of the sky, a god of trees, a god of rocks, a god of the jungle (or at least of Pulau Tekong). “Gods” whom modern soldiers and construction site workers fear. In such world and to such a people, they need to know where Jesus stands in relationship to all these gods and powers in this world. The main preoccupation of our modern world is the problem of suffering. It is reflected in the No.1 question we ask: “Where is God when it hurts?" Why is this our main problem? Because we judge the rightness of life and the goodness of God by the quantum of happiness. I suspect this was not the problem/preoccupation of the ancient world of Paul. The preoccupation of the ancient world was the problem not of suffering but of supremacy of gods/powers/authorities. They judged life and chose “gods” by who’s more powerful, who’s in charge of this world, who’s supreme – not who will stop suffering but who’s supreme. And if they were uncertain or insecure, they lived with a pantheon, an array, a smorgasboard, a buffet of gods. If one god, one which needs go-betweens. To such a people with such a background, they have great difficulty weaning themselves of this spiritual addiction to many powers and many intermediaries from their veins. And Paul is here giving them the cold turkey treatment for spiritual addiction. That is why Paul declares Jesus is supreme and above all God’s enemies - “all thrones, powers, rulers, authorities”. The four terms may refer to the highest and the lowest evil powers. They are part of the created world, they are part of conquered beings. Read 2:11and 2:15. Perhaps the false teachers were claiming to have special knowledge of how to deal with these powers. Or be intermediaries. Paul says: do not waste time listening to the false teaching and knowing, fearing and pleasing the supposed powers that be. But seek to know, fear and please Jesus. Jesus is the power that is. He is the WHOLE deal. He is Creator and Sustainer – in him, not in them, all things hold together.

Challenge: We may be modern people but we suffer acute anxieties. Is it the stress of life? Could it be the insecurity of not believing that Jesus is supreme in Creation? Perhaps that is why we run around making bilateral/multilateral contracts, striking deals, looking for bogey-men, reaching out for simplistic cause & effect – must be the spirit of laziness, gluttony! It may be easier to pin-point these in a failed business, to call upon the help of Chinese mediums, Malay bomohs to verify that we have been charmed, or cursed.

c. Supreme in New Creation: Head (1:18)

Paul has spoken of Jesus’ unique relationship with God and with creation which makes him supreme. Now he speaks of Jesus' unique relationship with the new creation by the act of reconciliation. You know the Europeans are not happy the Americans/the Anglos/English language rules the world. They are hoping for a new European century, the return to and future of an Euro-centric world. The Chinese are hoping for a new Chinese renaissance. The Africans see the future as their new millennium.

The future, according to God, belongs to, 1:18, the church! To God’s people! Jesus has come to create a whole new humanity. It’s called the church. What’s the difference between the old and new? Jesus is “the firstborn among the dead”. He is the first man to rise from the dead with a resurrection body. It was not Jesus’ spirit that was raised. But his body and person were raised from the dead. Christians do not believe in the immortality of the soul. We believe in the resurrection of the body as seen in Jesus. Jesus is the first man to be wholly acceptable to God. Because he is founder of this, he then is the head. So often, founders are not heads. Jesus leads and heads a whole humanity, the believing church, to be acceptable to God. The old humanity was not acceptable to God. Why? Read 1:20-21. If “all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven”, need to be reconciled to God it presupposes something has gone wrong with God. Things are not the way GOD wants them to be – both on earth and in the heavens. BUT now, because Christ is in place as God’s King, all things are in place. No person on earth and no powers in heaven is out of place - exercising influence and determining outcomes - that is not under Christ. It may not seem so but it is so. As Gus Dur faces impeachment, as the region plunges into more uncertainty, as we face authorities in public service and private sector, as we endure trying circumstances, as we be patient with evil people, as we are bombarded by more appealing quick-fix Christianity – can we hold onto Jesus as head? Or will we abandon faith in Christ Jesus, grow cold in our love for the saints, grow dim in our hope in heaven? Or pursue knowledge and seek power apart from Jesus? Jesus is the WHOLE deal for the church – there is no other way to go on without being connected to him as head. The Body is wholly dependant upon him.

d. Supreme in Reconciliation: Cross (1:19-20)

And how has Christ put all things in their place and become the Head? By dying in our place – “by making peace through his blood shed on the Cross”. 2:21 “by Christ’s physical body”. An insignificant man dying on the cross has such significance. A meek man hanging on a cross has such meaning for all things. Notice reconciliation is something God does, not something man does. It is God’s work, not man’s work. Notice it is God we need to be reconciled with. In other words, this is God’s problem before it is our problem. God needs to make it right with himself before he makes us right with him. So it is wrong to think, as in many Christian circles, that the only thing that needs to change is man’s heart. You change man’s heart, you will be right with God. So reconciliation depends on human guilt, repentance, remorse, sincerity, passion. “Through Jesus to reconcile us to himself” and 1:22 “reconciled you … in his sight”. The work of Jesus is not firstly and solely directed towards humanity – to melt our hearts and to shame us for sinning. But Jesus’ work is firstly directed towards God – to satisfy his justice and holiness. In one perfect sacrifice, in one unrepeatable act, in a spiritual hole-in-one shot – Jesus has reconciled us to God, solved God’s problem and ours. Jesus is the WHOLE deal for us in making things right with God.

2. Sufficient: The big deal about Jesus (1:21-23)

So Jesus is supreme. It is here that there is another spiritual equation that comes from the counting halls of hell itself. Why? Last week, we saw how easily we presume to have love for people in general but prejudice to have no love for anyone in particular. Do you believe that Jesus is supreme and sufficient to sustain universe? Yes! Do you believe that Jesus has enough power to sustain a tiny church in Colossae? Not sure! Do you believe Jesus has enough power to sustain ARPC? To sustain YOU? Because Jesus is the whole deal in revealing God, in creation, in new creation, in reconciling us to God, he is the BIG deal. We must keep making a big deal about these three truths.

a. The big deal about our past: Alienated

Firstly, our past life without Jesus. Read 1:21. Now, there are obvious and subtle expressions of our past, of who we were without Christ. Alienated from God, enemies in mind, evil in behaviour. This is a circle of vice. Alienated means my way is alien to God’s way, his way is alien to my way, we are mutually exclusive of one another. We were enemies in minds/thinking. We were antagonistic, defiance, rebellious. But you say: I am not antagonistic, I am just apathetic. I am not defiant, I am just at the moment indifferent. I am not rebellious, I am just relaxed about life. To be a free-thinker is to be a non-thinker. I did not want think clearly about God and myself at the moment. We are alienated, we are enemies, we are evil in deeds. If we believe in Jesus, we must keep making a big deal about sin--not lack of communication, not incompatibility, not personality clash, not different goals.

b. The big deal about our present: Reconciled

But something has happened. It has happened. We are NOW at peace with God. We are NOW reconciled. We are NOW holy, without blemish, free from accusation. That’s our present status. So sleep well, live worthily. There is nothing we have done and can do about this. This transference came from Jesus’ work. We must make a BIG deal of Jesus. If there is anything we must do - it is this. Read 1:21.

c. The big deal about our future: Continue

Sounds like a conditional statement. You mean being right depends on me? Cannot be! Why? Because he told us being right is wholly God’s work in Christ. So what does “if” mean? It is a conditional word - “if” (ei in Greek). The teaching of the Bible is clear: the saints will persevere to the end. But that is not Paul’s focus for these Christians. As much as the saints will persevere to the end, Paul teaches that the saints MUST persevere to the end. It’s as foolish as thinking: “I’m married. I will always be married, so why MUST I act like a married person?” If I’m married to Molly, why do I act like a single person and go out with Dolly and Sally? Paul is saying: “Whatever you do, continue and stand firm in your faith in Jesus – and I’m certain that you will continue.” His reassurance does not cancel their assurance. Paul’s challenge does not negate their certainty. His focus is not on God’s reconciliation, but on our responsibility. We must make a BIG deal about continuing with Jesus. 

3. What’s the deal: You sure?

We do make much about getting the whole deal in life. Paul writes to make a big deal about this Jesus – who he is and what he has come to do. The big deal is that Paul wants them to be so clear about Jesus, so confident, so secure. A most magnificent piece, like a Christian hymn, about the person of Jesus. Paul’s point is this: Jesus is supreme, Jesus aces, Jesus gets first place. No one can bring you closer to God. No one can make you more right. Jesus is the whole deal when it comes to knowing God and being right with Him. Paul explains the whole deal in four ways: Jesus’ relationship with the Father, with creation, new creation, in reconciliation. So, know that he is sufficient in all these areas. And are you secure in Jesus? Are you sure?
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