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Colossians 3:1-17 
1 If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things                       

that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of                       
God. 2 Set your minds on things that are above, not on                       
things that are on earth. 3 For you have died, and your life is                           
hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ who is your life                       
appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. 

5 Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual               
immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and         
covetousness, which is idolatry. 6 On account of these the             
wrath of God is coming. 7 In these you too once walked,                   
when you were living in them. 8 But now you must put them                   
all away: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talk             
from your mouth. 9 Do not lie to one another, seeing that you                     
have put off the old self with its practices 10 and have put                 
on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after               
the image of its creator. 11 Here there is not Greek and Jew,                   
circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian,         
slave, free; but Christ is all, and in all. 

12 Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and               
beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, 13 bearing with one             
another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven                           
you, so you also must forgive. 14 And above all these put on love, which binds everything together                           
in perfect harmony. 15 And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were                             
called in one body. And be thankful. 16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and                           
admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with                       
thankfulness in your hearts to God. 17 And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the                               
name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. 
 

Colossians, Part 4: On Kingdom Religious Community  
 

Today we continue with the fourth part of our series on Colossians.  And the last two weeks we’ve 
given our attention to Paul’s approach in this letter to combatting the false teaching that had gained traction at 
the Church in Colossae.  So I wanted to begin by reviewing that for a moment to refresh our memories about 
what Paul’s been up to in this letter and to help get us all on the same page.   

Two weeks ago we talked about how the false teachers had taught the Colossians to engage and 
worship angels in an attempt to better their circumstances in life.  And you’ll recall that Paul’s counter to this 
from chapter 1 was to emphasize the supremacy of Christ far and above angels.  About Jesus Paul wrote the 
now famous line that “all things were created through him and for him” and that God was pleased to reconcile 
all things on earth and in heaven through Jesus (1:16, 20).  And what’s relevant about the doctrine of Christ’s 
supremacy for us is it’s value for helping us to discern truth.  You see, if everything in creation is about Jesus 
and for Jesus and reconciled through Jesus then the acid test for the truthfulness of any doctrine or practice is 
whether it lines up with Him and is glorifying to Him.  But one point I didn’t mention at the time was how Paul’s 
doctrine of the Supremacy of Christ also discredits the idea so popular among theological liberals today: that 
Jesus is just one of many ways to God.  If it is true that all of creation is for Jesus and reconciled through Jesus, 
then Jesus’ words from John 14 also hold true, where he said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one 
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comes to the Father except through me.”  And so the Church is obligated to teach Jesus as the only way to 
God.  And if at judgment God mysteriously chooses to have mercy on some who did not trust directly in Jesus, 
then we can rejoice about that, but certainly we mustn’t count on it and even then it would remain true that 
salvation is through Jesus alone.  # 

So two Sundays ago was about the supremacy and centrality of Christ in creation and for salvation.  But 
then last Sunday we considered the second element of the false teaching at Colossae that Paul was 
confronting.  And that was the observance of certain Jewish ascetic practices, which some Colossian believers 
had been persuaded into adding on to their faith practice.  And the particular ascetic practices Paul named 
were 1) circumcision for males, 2) keeping Jewish food & drink laws, and 3) practicing Jewish holy day 
observances.  But even though it is these sorts of practices that would have distinguished Jews from pagan 
and gentile religion, Paul nonetheless classified these Jewish practices as worldly.   

For Paul, what makes any religious practice “worldly” is when one engages in it with the motivation of 1) 
earning God’s approval, or 2) seeking proof of God’s love, or 3)comparing one’s spirituality or righteousness to 
others.  And even as Christians, we are going to be naturally inclined to practice our faith with these worldly 
motives because of our sinfulness.  But such approaches actually hinder us from impacting others for the 
kingdom and will actually be counterproductive to our own spiritual peace and purity.   

But in contrast to the point about Christ’s supremacy, which provides a corrective to theological 
liberalism popular today, Paul’s warning about our motivation in different religious practices is particularly 
pertinent for conservative Christians, who too often fail to grasp the way that the kingdom of God has 
rendered obsolete the worldly approaches to religious practice we may inclined toward.  In other words, the 
task for those of us who may be orthodox in what we believe about who Christ is, for us the next hill to 
overcome is learning to move beyond worldly motivations for religious practice, which can be called 
ortho-praxy.  In any- and every- religious thing we do our sole aim should be abiding in Christ’s love that we 
might be transformed to become more like him in living for the glory of God (the Father) and in sacrificial love 
for others.  ## 

Well, as we turn our attention to today’s passage, what we’ll find is that - having addressed the specific 
false teachings that had gained influence in the Colossian Church - in chapter three Paul now begins to cast a 
vision for Christian community, or the Church.  And the Good News is that as individuals seek to live in the 
kingdom way of abiding in Christ, this then raises the character of the Church to a level of Christlikeness - of 
love - that should distinguish the Church from all other communities of the world.  So let’s see how Paul gets 
there...   

Our passage picks up at the first paragraph of chapter three - the paragraph we ended with last week - 
where Paul is talking about the new life made available to believers in Christ.  In verse 3 he writes that the 
Colossians “have died” to the way of living they were born into - a life enslaved to sin - and have been reborn to 
the kingdom life that is (quote) “hidden with Christ in God”.   

And yet, the tension for the Colossian believers and for us is that this new way of living does not just 
happen when we become Christians.  Instead, after conversion, every ounce of effort in our spiritual lives 
should be aimed at inheriting the life has made available to us for free.  And this means cooperating with Jesus 
daily to take off our old, sinful ways & habits of living in order to take up - or put on - this new way of living in 
Christ.  And so, in the final two paragraphs of our passage today, Paul is writing to the Colossian believers 
about what that means.  In the second paragraph, he writes about taking off their old way of living and then in 
the third paragraph he teaches about putting on the new way of living in Christ.  # 

So, turning to that second paragraph, here we find Paul providing two distinct lists of sinful ways of living 
that believers need to begin putting to death in their lives with God’s help.  First, in verse 5 Paul instructs 
them, “Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and 
covetousness, which is idolatry.”  Translated more literally, the beginning of verse 5 says “Therefore, consider 
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the members of your earthly body” - the limbs and parts - “as dead to sexual immorality, impurity,” and so 
forth.   

But after this, down in verse 8, you’ll notice Paul provides a second list of vices they must also put away. 
He writes, “8 But now you must put them all away: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talk from your 
mouth. 9 (And) do not lie to one another…”  And notice: where the first list concerned sexual sin, all the vices in 
this second list manifest through the tongue.   

Now, when ancient writers in Paul’s day wrote about morality, it was actually a common method among 
them to provide first a list of obvious sins - that is, behaviors that everyone they’re writing to would already 
think of as immoral - but to then follow that with a second list of less-obvious sins that should also be avoided - 
that is, behaviors that might tend to be rationalized or not really classified as all that bad.  But there is a further 
distinction at play between these two lists Paul provides that can be easy to miss.  You see, with his first list - 
concerning sexual vices - Paul is identifying sins that in his day would’ve been commonly associated with 
Gentiles; that is, with the pagan, non-Jews of Greco-Roman culture.  You see, in the Greco-Roman culture, no 
matter how religiously dedicated someone was to making sacrifices to Zeus or Athena or whomever, pagan 
religious practice was all about ritual and influencing the gods in one’s favor; which is to say that character 
change had nothing to do with it.  That was not an aim of the paganism of Paul’s day, as there was no sense of 
religious practice having any bearing on one’s morals.  Therefore, in Paul’s day sexual promiscuity was 
extremely prevalent among the Gentiles and behaviors like engaging with prostitutes was practiced with very 
little compunction.   

Well, this context is hugely important for understanding that the reason Paul is bringing up these sorts of 
behaviors is because the Colossian Church was comprised of Gentile converts!  So, many of them would’ve 
had backgrounds that were rife with exercises of “sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and 
covetousness”.  And Paul acknowledges this to the Colossians in verse 7, when he writes, “In these you too 
once walked, when you were living in them.” # 

But in great contrast to the Greco-Roman culture that was dominant in Colossae, another less-dominant 
but prominent culture was that of Judaism, in which the sort of immoral sexual behavior Paul has listed was 
strongly opposed.  Of course, this isn’t to say that Jews in those days never struggled with sexual sin, however 
they did tend to observe very rigorous guidelines to particularly guard against such bodily sins.  You’ll 
remember in last week’s passage Paul caricaturing Jewish practices as being all about “Do not handle, Do not 
taste, Do not touch” (2:20).  So to guard against sexual sin the Jews observed very explicit rules that prohibited 
incest (Lev 18:6-18), adultery (Lev 18:20), sodomy (Lev 18:22), bestiality (Lev 18:23), and even designated when 
sexual relations are inappropriate within marriage (Lev 18:19).  But with sins that manifest through the tongue 
the line where one crosses into sin can be much more ambiguous & subjective, which made these much more 
difficult for the Jews to identify and manage with rules.   

So, even though the Jews would’ve seemed much more moral than the dominant Gentile culture 
surrounding them, with this second list of vices Paul includes sins that even faithful Jews would’ve considered 
themselves fairly helpless to overcome.  Therefore, by including these two lists as he wrote to the Colossians, 
Paul would have brought to their minds the two most prevalent cultural  movements of their day, but in a 
manner that highlighted the moral limitations of their religion in comparison to what is possible in the kingdom 
of God.  Again, the Good News of the Kingdom of God is that, through abiding in Christ, believers are no 
longer subject to the moral limitations of different cultures or classes or religious backgrounds.  Paul writes in 
verse 11, “11 Here (that is, in the kingdom) there is not Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, 
barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all, and in all.”  In other words, the limit - the ceiling - for the moral 
character that is possible for individuals & communities abiding in the kingdom is literally the perfect character 
of Christ himself!  The righteousness of the kingdom doesn’t come from who you are, but rather from who 
you’re in relationship with: from learning to overcome sin through reliance upon Jesus and others who are in 
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Christ.  And it is because of this that Paul can then, in good conscience begin the final paragraph exhorting the 
Colossian believers to put on such godly virtues, that in verse 12 he can write,  

“Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, 
kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, bearing with one another and, if one has 
a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you 
also must forgive.  And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in 
perfect harmony.”    1

 But while we hear words like this in Church and see them in scripture all the time, I want to take a 
moment to slow down and consider what they actually mean.   

● First, Paul mentioned a compassionate heart.  Having compassion toward the suffering of 
others will lead us to invest in bringing healing to those situations to the extent that we can.   

● Then kindness: we are kind when we treat others in ways that help, or at least positively 
impact, their emotional state.  And I’m reminded of Luke 6 where Jesus notes that even the 
wicked love those who love them, but He wants to help us do good even to our enemies, 
expecting nothing in return (Lk 6:32-36). 

● Third, Paul mentions humility.  And the foundation of humility comes in the recognition of the 
necessity of God and others for any and all of the achievements in our lives.  This is why 
humility is the opposite of self-righteousness or pride, because it recognizes anything good 
we’ve done couldn’t have been done without help.   

● Next is patience, which requires a great amount of emotional maturity, because  
we are patient in a difficult situation when we can accept that God has allowed it into our lives 
without  giving him a deadline for removing it.   

● After that, Paul lists meekness.  And the virtue of meekness is the yielding my personal rights 
and expectations to God.  We live in a society where people are obsessed with their own 
rights.  But when our rights are violated - as they inevitably will be - God wants to help us 
respond not in fear and anger, but in faith.  Now, meekness doesn’t mean we can never pursue 
justice for ourselves.  But we’re reminded that in submitting to the cross Jesus laid down his 
rights for our benefit, and meekness is what can free us to lay down our rights in situations 
where it might benefit others as well.   

● Then, in verse 13, Paul lists “bearing with one another” and this requires that we don’t have 
the unreasonable expectation that the people in our lives will be perfect or won’t make 
mistakes, but instead will be - not boundaryless, but - gracious towards others’ faults.   

● “...and,” Paul writes, “if one has a complaint against another, forgiving (them; for) as the Lord 
has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.”   

○ Forgiveness does not mean forgetting, but it does mean not treating people according 
to the wrong they have done to us and being willing to allow God to love them through 
us. 

● “And” finally, in verse 14 Paul says, “above all these put on love, which binds everything 
together in perfect harmony.”   

○ Christian love is not primarily characterized by a feeling, but by actions where we give 
to others' basic needs without being motivated by our own personal reward.  # 

Now, you’ll notice that every virtue Paul lists here is either communal or has communal implications for 
how believers relate to one another.  And what Paul has done here is he has really painted a picture of three 
different religious cultures: first the hedonistic, sexually immoral culture of pagan, Gentile communities; then 

1 Many of the following definitions are derived from a resource titled the “Operational Definitions of 49 Character 
Qualities” available at http://www.characterjournal.com/files/CharacterDefinitions.pdf 
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second is the culture of Judaism, where there was some standard of morality, but where anger and slander and 
lies were still unrestrained; but then third he casts a vision of what a culture of people operating in the Kingdom 
of God can be.  The Kingdom way of living entails daily seeking to put on Christ daily by abiding in Him and in 
the longer term seeking to have God transform our character by inviting the Holy Spirit to begin uncovering the 
roots of our sinful habits & attitudes, so that the Lord can heal those hardened places in our hearts with His 
love.  The result of this will be an increase in the fruits Paul has listed - from compassion to kindness, all the 
way to the desire to forgive those who have wronged us.  If we’ll let Him, the Lord will expand our capacity to 
love others, as he first loved us.   

So Paul has painted a picture of these three different types of religious community for the Colossians, as 
if to ask them: “Now, which of these religious communities would you wanna be a part of?”  #  #  #  #  # 

But of course, the reality is that the picture of kingdom community Paul paints in the third paragraph 
unfortunately is not reflective of most churches, is it?  If only most Christian Churches could be accurately 
characterized as communities where compassion and kindness and patience and forgiveness reign, and where 
anger and slander and sexual immorality and covetousness have been put off.  If only!  The world would surely 
take notice, wouldn’t it?   

Now, the reason this isn’t ever fully the case in any Church community is first of all because every 
Christian is a work in progress.  While the Lord is working to perfect His bride, he ain’t finished yet and our 
perfection will never be complete until we pass through judgment when He comes again!  But there are 
certainly Church communities that are closer to reflecting these virtues than others.  And where that is the case 
it will be a result of individuals in those communities leaving behind worldly practices of religion and learning 
from Jesus how to take off their worldly ways of living and put Him on.   

The character of a community will always be determined by the character of the individuals comprising it. 
And when it comes to the first category of vices Paul mentions - of sexual sin - our society is in the midst of an 
epidemic.  And the Church is not exempt, particularly in the area of pornography and fantasy and masturbation, 
because those sins give the illusion of being private.  Let me recount for you just a few statistics, which may 
sound familiar because I lifted them from my sermon on lust last November (during our Series on the Seven 
Deadly Sins)... 

●  25 percent of all internet searches are pornography-related;  each day 30 million 2

people log on to pornographic websites.  3

● When it comes to men: 66% of men in their 20s and 30s report being regular users of 
pornography;  and for every 10 men in church, 5 are struggling with pornography (so 4

that means half of the men sitting in here today are struggling with pornography 
addiction).  5

● But not to be left out: one in three viewers of pornography are women;  34 percent of 6

churchgoing women said they have intentionally visited porn websites online; one out of 
every six women grapples with addiction to pornography.  7

 And as I mentioned, when it comes to sexual sin people tend to rationalize that it doesn’t effect anyone, 
but there is no such thing as private sin.  A survey showed that forty percent of adults believe that pornography 

2 Internet Pornography Statistics: 2003, David C. Bissette, PsyD.  
3 Internet pornography statistics. Internet Filter Review, 2003. 
4 First-person: the culture of pornography, R. Albert Mohler, Jr., Baptist Press, 28 December 
2005. 
5 The Call to Biblical Manhood.  Man in the Mirror, 6 July, 2004. 
6 http://onlinemba.com/images/internet-porn.jpg 
7 Internet Pornography and Loneliness: An Association? Vincent Cyrus Yoder, Thomas B. Virden III, and Kiran 
Amin.  Sexual Addiction & Compulsivity, Volume 12.1, 2005. 
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harms relationships between men and women,  and I can tell you the other 60 percent are wrong!  Even 8

engaging in the seemingly solo sexual sins trains the mind to engage the world around us selfishly, to objectify 
others for our own pleasure; and this dehumanization begins to blind us to the image of God in our fellow 
humans.  But engaging in sexual sin of any kind also requires us to disconnect from God, who’s Spirit of course 
is the very source of the fruits of compassion, kindness, patience, grace, and so on.  So if the character of a 
community reflects the character of the individuals comprising it, there will be a correlation between what the 
men and women of our parish do with our bodies behind closed doors and our deficiencies in love.  # 

But story is the same for the sins that manifest through the tongue.  Similar to the Jewish communities of 
the first century, most Churches today aren’t too shy about teaching what  is sexual sin and what is not, 
especially conservative ones.  But when it comes to these sins of the tongue, there is much that is ignored. 
And probably the worst example is with gossip.  I know that specific sin is not listed by Paul here, though 
slander is pretty close and gossip is listed elsewhere.   But to be fair, I think the clergy are most to blame for the 9

rampant gossip that often occurs in Churches.  I mean, be honest: how many sermons have you ever heard on 
gossip?  I’ll admit that for much of my life I didn’t even have a clue what constituted gossip and what did not! 
So let me go ahead and give you a definition.  Gossip occurs whenever we share information with someone 
who is neither part of the problem nor part of the solution.  {Repeat: gossip occurs whenever we share 
information with someone who is neither part of the problem nor part of the solution.}  And if anyone feels 
convicted by that definition, then praise the Lord!  Because when we gossip it is incredibly damaging to the 
community trust, to others’ reputations, and to our hearts.  And just like with sexual sin, we have to disconnect 
from God to gossip.  You know, people are likely to think sexual sins are a lot worse than gossip, but are they? 
With both we objectify people or their lives to make us feel better about ourselves.   

Now I’ve focused on two specific sins here, private sexual sin and gossip, that seem to especially be 
problems for Christians today; and I have no reason to think we at St Matthias are exempt.  Even though St 
Matthias is a loving community in so many ways, we have not arrived.  And if we desire our parish to have a 
character more like what Paul describes in that third paragraph,  I believe the next frontier for us will require that 
we individually get more serious about putting off sexual sins and sins of the tongue.  And this will require not 
just getting honest with God, but with other trusted believers, and asking others for help and accountability in 
that.   

 
Will you pray with me?   
Lord, I want to give you thanks for all of the ways the community of our parish reflects the virtues you 

extolled to the Colossians.  But let us not grow complacent or satisfied.  Rather, by your Holy Spirit continue to 
transform each one of us into the likeness of our your son that we might reflect His love to one another and to 
outsiders even more.  God, I pray that with any convictions of your Holy Spirit that have come as we’ve listened 
to your Word today, that you might give us not a Spirit of fear or defensiveness or protectiveness, but a spirit of 
openness and Hope and encouragement that you’re not done with us yet and that your purification of our 
hearts is never easy, but is always worth it.  And I pray this is in the name of your Holy Son, Jesus Christ our 
Lord, Amen. 

8 No Consensus Among American Public on the Effects of Pornography on Adults or Children or What 
Government Should Do About It, Harris Poll, 7 October 2005. www.harrisinteractive.com  
9 1 Tim 5:13, Rom 1:29, 1 Cor 12:20 


