Colossians: Part 3—Heresy 

I have a very close friend of many, many years who is agnostic, which means he does not know what to believe about God.  As a child he had a very negative experience of church.  His parents got a divorce when he was young and the parent he lived with did not continue to attend any type of Christian community.  Because of his experience with the church as a youth he became very distrustful of the church and of God…and of Christians in general     

When we were in college together we would argue and debate and fight over different ideas about God.  I remained Christian and began to grow in my faith…he remained agnostic and began to believe some of the popular philosophies commonly believed on college campuses.  Post-modern beliefs like: there is not absolute truth; all religions are about the same; and things like there is no real moral standard.  The way we viewed the world was totally different…yet we remained very really good friends.   

All of our lives we have lovingly agreed to disagree with each others opinion.  For years this did not bother me very much…I respected his position.  But then something happened: he met a lovely young woman and got married.  Together they had two beautiful baby boys.  My friend paid me a great honor by asking me to be the Godfather of his oldest son…we have been close since his birth.  
I have been praying for my friend for over a decade.  Recently he shared with me a conversation he had with his wife.  She asked him: “do you think we should start going to church?”  She was looking for some leadership from her husband.  She is not a Christian but wants to consider what the church has to say…for herself and the boys.  I thought maybe he started going to church and has not told me…I had great hope that my long time prayer might be answered.   When he shared his response, I was let down.  He said: “Honey, I am not ready yet to begin going to church.  I am not sure I believe in God or want my family raised in the church.”  Still…he was not ready. 

This is a small but powerful example of the incredible power a core belief has to shape the course of a life…and the lives of others. Remember what I said about your core beliefs:  Your behavior is always a function of your core beliefs…and you cannot violate those beliefs.  At my friends core is a belief in the idea that Christianity is dangerous, and God might not exist, and the church was not to be trusted.  

A core belief in my friend that he cannot violate will possibly prevent 3 other people, two of them children, from hearing, what I believe to be the truth: which is the good news about Jesus Christ.  He is struggling with his decision because he know the seriousniess of his decision, which is: the impressionable little minds of his precious children will not be formed knowing that God loves them.  
Because I believe in Jesus Christ, I want them to be raised in the church and to know God.  As you can imagine this breaks my heart and cases me great pain.  He knows this and respects my position…but he still cannot in good conscience endorse going to church.  

This is a small example but from it I hope you can see the wider dangers of an idea.  When ideas are embraced by people with power and authority, there is great power for good or evil.  For example, what happens when the leader of an entire country believes in a truth so strongly and decide their entire country will “not go to church?” Whole people groups are raised and led to believe a lie.  

This is happening all over the world.  Look this up on youtube if you like: in N Korea nobody is allowed religious freedom.  The whole country is involved in a worship cult of their leader Kim Jong Ill.  School children are taught pretty songs that promote war with and the killing of Americans.  One of their greatest hits is: "We Shall Hold Bayonets More Firmly."  North Korean children are raised to want to kill Americans. True story.

The Apostle Paul understood the power of mere ideas.  He wrote the entire letter to the Colossians to fight against a powerful idea that was taking root all over the city and in the church planted there.  Paul was not a passive man.  He felt it was his responsibility to fight this heresy.  The way he structured his letter was to begin by reminding the people that Jesus Christ was SUPREME in all things.  He begins his letter by writing some of the most incredible words ever written about Jesus.  We looked at this part of the letter last week.  

This week we are going to look at the character of Paul and his ministry…so I invite you to open your Bibles to Colossians 1:24.  In this passage Paul tells the church why he is writing and…essentially, how hardcore his commitment to the cause of Christ really is…and what he is trying to accomplish with this letter.  Listen as if this was to you!  He begins by sharing what he is all about and how hard he is working for the Gentile church.
Colossians 1:24-27 Read by Scott!!!

Imagine getting a letter…here at CTR…from a guy we have never met, but we knew had great influence on a number of people: including leading Pastor Bill to Christ.  What if that person was a political prisoner of our American Government?  What if certain influential people at CTR were calling this person a trouble maker?   Would you listen?  Would you believe what it said?   

It would be hard to listen if you ask me.  This was what was going at in the little church in Colosse.  The teachers of the heresy Paul was writing to correct were spreading lies about Paul…ruing his name and killing his credibility.  Paul knew this was happening so he included this section in the letter to reestablish his credibility.  
Paul knows this was going to be a hard sell for a number of reasons which is why this letter is so extreme.  Remember NP…we are reading this letter as if he were writing it directly to us…here at NP.  Paul the political prisoner says to the church in Colosse and to NarrowPath: I have poured my life into you!!!  I am telling you the truth.  Not only that, God has called me specifically to minister to you personally.  

2 ministries: to suffer for the Gentiles and to preach the Gospel.  

Paul believes that suffering is not just a reality, or even a privilege…it is his ministry to suffer for Gentiles.  The teachers of the heresy are using Paul’s condition in prison to ridicule him…Paul turns it around by saying it was his privilege to suffer…and that he is rejoicing in his suffering.  He had good reason to rejoice in his sufferings.

Remember, Paul is a very hardcore man…and committed to what he is doing because he knows the value of the message he brings.  No kidding…Paul believes the that the message he brings to the Gentiles is such good news that the privilege of being the bringer of this good news far outweighs even the worst torture and pain that the Roman government could throw at him.  Paul is letting the church know that nothing will stop him from sharing the truth about Jesus Christ…which is his second and primary ministry.

In this last section of chapter 1, Paul is telling his readers specifically what God has asked him to do: share the good news about Christ with the Gentiles.  How many of you know what a Gentile is?  If you do not, you will not understand why Paul thinks this is such a big deal, or why he thinks he is so lucky.  Just so we are clear on this point: a Jew is a member of God’s Special people.  A gentile is anyone who is not Jewish…so if you are not Jewish, you are a Gentile.  How many Jews do we have in the room today?  That is why I say he is writing directly to us at NP.      

Paul is a Jew.  Jews believed that they were God’s chosen people.   The entire Old Testament is the story of the Jewish people.  Form their story we learn that God did set the Jewish people apart as special!  But Paul was no ordinary Jew.  He was a Pharisee.  Does anyone know what a Pharisee was?  Pharisee come from the Hebrew word for separatist or the separated ones…they were also called Chasidim which means most loved by God.  

The ironic thing about Pharisees…or those most loved by God was that they became the most aggressive persecutors of Christians…they were Christian killers, far worst than the Roman government.  Before Jesus gave Paul his mission to share the good news with Christians, he was the worst Christian killer in the world.  He considered it his personal job to find Christians and kill them…which he did with brutal efficiency.

Do you see the wonderful irony here: the greatest Jewish Christian killer was chosen by God to bring the news that God’s favor and blessing were available to everyone through Jesus Christ…not just Jews, everyone.  

Growing up in a Christian country with churches everywhere we often take the universal availability of God’s favor for granted.  To understand how powerful this little shift in thinking is place yourself in first the first century Roman empire.  Almost all people in the Roman Empire knew what Jews believed because they had religious freedom to practice their faith…one of the few religious with this right. 

Most Romans either believed in many different God with Zeus as their king or were forced to worship the emperor.  The idea of life after death and the forgiveness of sins for everyone was never introduced to these people…or was reserved for a privileged few.  Here comes Paul, a Jew, blessed by God because he is a Jew, telling Roman citizens that the favor of God that he enjoys is now availablethrough Jesus Christ for everyone…and miracles follow him everywhere.  Imagine how that might sound to someone dying of leprosy knowing Zeus nor the emperor care a lick for them and they will cease to exist when they die?

The good news he brings is that God’s favor is available through Jesus Christ for everyman…not just Jews or Pharisees; not only the smart or elite; not only the rich and privileged…everyone!  The poor, the wrenched, the evil, black, white, Roman or Arab, man and woman: everyone.  God’s favor was for everyone…and it cost God the death of His son Jesus Christ…and that was too expensive to cheapen!

Paul understood how good this news really was and knew it was a great privilege to be chosen to share it with ignorant gentiles.  Here is the interesting thing: Jesus, through the Great Commission, gave us the very same assignment.  “Go into all the world, He said, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded.”  Yet I have never met anyone who joyfully suffers to tell people about…I know more people who keep their faith hidden than even talk about it.  

I include myself in this category…and I like to share good news.  Recently my car died.  I blew a head gasket…which is too expensive to fix.  I needed to look for a good use car…but I don’t know anything about cars…not what is good or reliable or how to find a good deal.  A friend of mine sat me down and showed me how to use craigslist and cars.com to find a good car at a good price.  I used his technique and found a pretty Honda Civic for 2/3rds of what it was worth.  

The technique I learned to find used cars was so powerful that I began telling everyone I know how to save money and find deals.  I sat both of my parents down in front of their computer and gave them a step by step lesson…as they humored me.  I want to tell all of you about it right now…what I leaned is fantastic.  

Why am so less enthusiastic to share the good news about Jesus?  If what he says is true, why do we not tell everyone we know?  Why don’t we sit people down and give step by step explanation of what it means to live in the Kingdom of God.  Honestly, I am not sure…but I am learning a lot from Paul and his example…which is essentially what he was doing with his letter…giving us a step by step explanation of what it means to be a live in the fullness of Christ.  Lets Transition.  
Once Paul has let the church know why they should listen to him, and why he is working so hard on their behalf, he goes on to share the specifics of what he is trying to accomplish with is letter.

Paul is trying to accomplish two things:

1. Present them Perfect in Christ…I will explain!   

2. Educate them so they might not be deceived again by false teachers.  

Let’s look at the first of Paul’s goals: presenting them perfect in Christ.

Colossians 1:25-2:3 Read by Scott 

Paul offers 3 marks of a mature Christian:

1. Encouraged in heart 

2. United in love

3. equipped with every kind of wisdom
According to Paul a mark of a mature Christian is that they are encouraged in heart.  What Paul means by this statement is this: Christians should never lose heart and should always be willing and able to persevere through anything because they know that no matter how bad things get, God can make all things turn out to the benefit those who love God.  

The word we translate encourage is from the Greek word parakalein.  This word parakalein was often used to describe the effect a great leader could have on his troops before a battle (think braveheart).  Mature Christians are encouraged in heart.   

Another mark of a mature Christian according to Paul was unity in love…which is actually a pretty deep condition of the heart.  A mature Christian is someone who is conditioned to always ask the question in every situation: is what I am doing truly loving…as opposed to what is in this for me.  A person united in love thinks of others first and always considers how their decisions might impact their world.  


Have you ever met someone who walks into a room and the whole mood changes for the negative?  Like a loud talker in a library?  People united in love are not aloof to how they impact their surroundings.

The last mark of mature Christian is: they should be equipped with every kind of wisdom.  To understand what Paul is really trying to say we need to dig into the Greek.  What Paul is really saying is that a mature Christians possess the enough insight to make the right decision at the right time.  

Paul uses two words to make his point: wisdom and knowledge.  Wisdom (sophia): The ability to know what to do with the truth and how to discuss it.   Knowledge (Gnosis): the mental power to grasp the idea in full understanding.  What Paul is saying is that mature Christians understand the truth, have thought about it and know how to apply it to their life.

This kind of maturity is sorely lacking on our churches…certainly in this youth group.  The average Christian in American knows very little more than “Jesus loves me this I know for the Bible tells me so” or more accurately, so I have been told the Bible says so by some speaker because I have never cracked the book myself.  

Paul casts a high vision for a mature Christian.  He says a mature believe should be encouraged in heart, united in love and equipped with every kind of wisdom…and he says this for a reason, which is the second purpose he is trying to accomplish in his letter.  The second reason, the main reason really, that Paul is writing this letter is so that the Colossians and all of us…is to educate us so that we may not be deceived by false teaching or dangerous ideas.  

Colossians 2:4-8 Read by Scott

Paul ends this section with the warning: “see to it that no one takes you captive through hollow or deceptive philosophy which depends on human traditions and the basic principals of this world rather than on Christ.”  If you are going to protect yourself from deceptive philosophies and human traditions there is no short cut: you need to take personal responsibility for clearly knowing what you believe.  God will not magically impart wisdom and knowledge into your brain.  That is what the Gnostics believed.  You must learn and be certain about what you believe.  How do you do this?  3 ways:

1. Test yourself to know if you can spot false or dangerous teaching

2. Pursue the truth by reading good books, listening to reputable teaching, and studying under the guidance of trusted authority.   

3. Learn to defend your beliefs and practice defending your faith.

I want to end today by giving you an opportunity at step one: testing yourself.  I am going to play 2 rather radical sermonettes.  One is good teaching, one is a dangerous: when they finish I will ask you to gather into groups and share you opinion as to which one you think is solid and which one is dangerous…and why.  If you do not want to participate…you do not have to, but please do join a group so you can hear what others have to say.  I will give you 8 minutes to discuss. 

Show first:  Joel Osteen | All The Good Things God Has Done

Second: John Piper on the prosperity gospel 

After the discussion…what we have studied so far has brought us to our memory verse: Here is the foundation of the truth:

Colossians 2:9-10 Read by Scott

What Paul writes in the rest of chapter 2 is what Christianity is not…by specifically calling out the dangerous teaching of the Gnostic teachers in Colosse.  I am not going to teach on this tonight…but I really recommend that you look this part of the chapter over in the hand out for today because this study does a good job of addressing the last part of this chapter.  

Before I let you go…does anyone want to share their opinion about what they think?  2-3 students 

End with Osteen Clip: 
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