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WHERE HOPE BEGINS
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truth. Thus the letter to the Colossians is very important in the New Testament record.

In the opening verses the apostle emphasizes the word hope, in marked contrast to the hopelessness of the
world of his day. How hopeless many people are growing today! Yesterday | received a phone call from a
friend in another state seeking comfort and advice on how to handle the suicide of a very dear woman friend.
This woman had been for years an outstanding Christian, but her husband was an alcoholic who had brough
great grief to the family. He had stopped drinking for a year but, much to his wife's chagrin, had gone back to
it again. Last week when he returned home from a late evening of drinking he found a note from his wife with
but two words---"No more." Going out into the garage he found her dead in the family car.

How do we explain that kind of hopeless despair, especially even among Christians? Today, teenage suicide
rising to unprecedented heights. Alcoholism, drug abuse, a hurtful lifestyle, homosexuality, financial failure,
broken marriages, false friends and failed health are some of the causes for people losing hope. Some here
today may be struggling to keep a sense of hope. The glory, the zing, has gone out of life. That is how the
Colossians felt when Epaphras first began to speak the truth of the gospel to them.

Alexander Pope was the author of the oft-quoted proverb, "Hope springs eternal in the human breast.” But it
really not true. At times we all lose hope, and it is not always because of loss or failure. Right here in Silicon
Valley there are thousands of affluent people, living in luxurious homes, driving expensive cars, but if you talk
to them you will discover that they are dead inside, empty, hollow, without hope.

Just a few weeks ago | learned something about one of our former elders which | had not known before. Yea
ago, before they ever became Christians, this man and his wife invited my wife and me to dinner. We spent tl
whole evening talking about Christ and the gospel. We had a delightful time but had no idea of the seriousnes
of their situation. After we left that night the man opened his heart to Christ, but the story | heard recently was
that for that same night he had planned his own suicide. Had he not heard the gospel that night he would hav
taken his own life. He went on to become a glowing, joyful Christian and served as an elder with us here for
quite a number of years.

The Colossians too were once hopeless but they had found hope. And with it they found two other
enormously valuable commodities, called faith and love. Listen to these opening words of the letter:

"Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother, to the holy and
faithful brothers in Christ at Colossae."

These days it is necessary to point out that when the Scriptures talk about "brothers” and "brethren," it alway:
includes sisters as well---"sistern,” we might say. If we understood the biblical truth about mankind we would
not have gotten into the awkward situation we find ourselves in today, where we wonder whether we ought tc
call a woman a "chairperson™ or "chairwoman," or what. That entire situation would be happily taken care of i
we observed what the Bible says. "In the beginning," it says, " God created man, male and female he createc
them, and he named them man." Thus, women have as much right to the word "man" as males do. They car
properly call themselves the "sons of God" just as men do, and they can properly include themselves in the
term "brethren™ as much as men do. Both are "men" in that generic sense. If we understood that there would
be no need, as some are threatening today, to republish the New Testament, eliminating all so-called chauvir
terms.

Paul continues,

"To the holy and faithful brothers in Christ at Colossae: Grace and peace to you from God our
Father. We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you,
because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all the
saints---the faith and love that spring from the hope stored up for you in heaven and which
you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel that has come to you."

Did you pick out the three words that are crucial there: faith, hope, and love? We could say these are favorite
words of the apostle. He uses this triad in several of his letters. In 1 Thessalonians he writes about "your wo
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of faith," "your labor of love," and "your patience of hope." Many of you have already remembered that
wonderful triad at the end of 1 Corinthians 13, "And now abide faith, hope, and love, but the greatest of these
is love."

Yes, love is what is needed in our world. But according to this Colossian statement love comes from faith.
And where does faith come from? The NIV puts it this way: "the faith and love that spring from the hope
stored up for you in heaven and which you have already heard about in the word of truth.” It is extremely
important to recognize that these wonderfully warm words, faith, love and hope, are related. Notice that two c
them are four-letter words (love, hope), so not all four-letter words are bad. These words mark what we coul
well call qualities of authentic Christians. If you are really a Christian, if you are one of the "holy and faithful
brothers,"” the mark will be: you have faith and love which spring from hope, and that hope is found in the
gospel.

Paul calls the Colossians "holy brothers.” Many think of the word holy as a synonym for grim. Holy people,
they feel, are sanctimonious, long-faced killjoys. Remember what one little girl said on seeing a mule for the
first time: "I don't know what you are but you must be a Christian; you look just like grandpa!" But the word
holy really means "separated unto God"---or in modern terminology, "claimed by God." Christians are holy
because they belong to God. This morning we sang "Bless His holy name.” Why is God's hame holy?
Because it is his name. We call his book the "holy" Bible because it is God's book. We call Palestine the
"Holy Land" because it peculiarly belongs to God, more than any other spot on earth. In that sense, therefore
"holy" has nothing to do with how you act but more with who you are. You belong to God. By faith the
Colossians had believed what God said, therefore God claimed them for his own; they belonged to him.

Paul also calls them "faithful brethren.” Here is the first hint of the struggles going on in the church at
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Ephesians, "the heavenlies"), is a reference not to heaven after death, but to the invisible spiritual kingdom th
surrounds us on all sides right now. Thus, what this is saying here is that the gospel reveals there is hope fo
us immediately coming from that invisible spiritual kingdom which surrounds us right at this very moment.

What is that hope? It is patent all through the New Testament. Jesus himself said, "Let not your hearts be
troubled for | am with you." That is the hope that is awakened by the gospel. It is the good news that right
now, whatever you are facing, in your moment of weakness peril, or hopelessness, Jesus is available to yol
His strength can be imparted to you, his wisdom granted to you to steady you, strengthen you and make you
to stand. That is the hope of the gospel. That is what awakens faith.

Faith means to act upon that hope. Faith means you believe that Jesus is there. At once you feel your spirit
steadied and strengthened and you are able to go on and take whatever is coming. We have all known what |
means to have some dear friend come along in a time of trouble to stand by and steady and encourage us. If
that friend is the Lord of Glory himself, what tremendous hope there is in that fact. That is what this means
here: the hope that is in the gospel. Hebrews 11 says of Moses that "he endured because he saw him who v
invisible.” That is what Paul writes to the Colossians about: an invisible reality that is available right now in
Jesus. He is there, ready to help and encourage.

Paul also calls this gospel "the word of truth.” That is what marks its realism. Dorothy Sayers, the great
Christian philosopher, said, "The test of any religion is not whether it pleases us or is comfortable, but
whether it is true." Does it accord with reality? Does it do what it says it will do? That is the test.

The great thing about the gospel is that it is true. It really works. It does deliver people. When you lack hope,
feel defeated, cast down, or betrayed, Jesus stands there, available to you. That is the word of the gospel. I
offers to go with you to face the drug pusher. He offers his love and his acceptance when loneliness or
horniness tempt you to wrongful sexual activity. He offers to steady you in times of pressure and stress. And
he offers forgiveness and restoration if there is any failure.
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Northern Ireland. He had been a wild and rough man, raised in a Catholic area, and who would have nothing
to do with Protestants. He joined the IRA and became, in fact, what was called "an enforcer.” He was
responsible to see that orders for terrorist acts---murders, bombings, or whatever---were carried out even if h
had to break the legs of the person who refused to carry them out. He had been in prison several times and
during one of those prison experiences somebody gave him a New Testament. Reading it, he heard for the fi
time of the grace of God and the availability of Jesus Christ to forgive his sins.

He received the Lord, and was wonderfully changed. We heard him that night, interviewed by a Protestant
pastor whose cousin had been killed some months before by the IRA. The men ended the interview by
embracing one another before one thousand people in riot-torn, strife-filled Northern Ireland. What a change
the gospel makes!

That kind of thing had been happening also in Colossae. It was happening all over the world, wherever the
apostle went, and it still happens today.

The proof of the Colossians' faith was love, the apostle declares in verses 7 and 8:

"You learned it from Epaphras, our dear fellow servant, who is a faithful minister of Christ
on our behalf, and who also told us of your love in the Spirit."

Just as though | were there, Paul seems to say, Epaphras has been teaching you the truth. Epaphras was tt
man who started it all. We do not know much about him, although he is mentioned in a couple of the other
letters of Paul. He evidently was a layman, and had probably been part of the group that Paul himself taught
when he was resident in Ephesus for three years.

There, as Acts records, Paul rented a hall (the school of Tyrannus), and for five hours a day, six days a wee
for three solid years he taught the Scriptures. | would have given almost anything to have attended that specis
curriculum, taught by Paul. Many who were present went out through all the provinces spreading the truth,

and among them was Epaphras. He came into the insignificant city of Colossae and probably started a home
Bible class. He had friends also in Laodicea and started another class there and another one over in Hierapo

Epaphras simply told the people who came the truth about Jesus: the meaning of his death, the glory of his
resurrection, his accessibility to them by means of the Spirit who came on the day of Pentecost. That began t
excite them and awaken them in their hopeless condition. They found hope again, and faith and love came
along with it. A healed community of beautiful people came into being and caught the attention of many in
those pagan cities. That is God's favorite way of evangelism.

As you hear the Scriptures expounded here on Sunday, perhaps some of you may be thinking that if you ont
knew the Bible like one of the pastors, then you could be of use to God. But don't you see that you already a
the important people, the true evangelists? You are out there, rubbing shoulders with people who have no
hope, hearing their sad stories, meeting them in the streets and in the stores, having coffee with them. You a
the ones who can spread the word of hope. That is how the gospel spread throughout the Roman province o
Asia, and hundreds of churches came into being. The gospel has power to change, power to awaken, powel
give hope, and out of hope springs faith and love. What a remarkable thing it is!

This area is our corner of the world. We too can see these very things happening here. What excitement will
come into your life when you reach out with the good news, the only source of hope in the world, to the
hopeless ones around.

Prayer

Our Father, thank you that you are the God of hope. You have sent a word of truth into this

broken, despairing world. What a remarkable thing it is, in a world where everything comes

to us biased and slanted by those with axes to grind, to find a place where there is a word of
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I'm going to stop there briefly although it is difficult to stop anywhere in this wonderful paragraph because it is
all one thought.

Paul knows that the Colossian Christians are living in a dangerous world. As we go on in this letter we
discover what is threatening them.A seething volcano of false teaching has begun to erupt and engulf them,
threatening to destroy the simplicity of the faith that is producing such beauty and liberty in their lives. Paul is
in Rome, a prisoner in chains, and unable to travel to Colossae, a thousand miles east, to help them. There i
nothing he can do physically for them. But spiritually, he is a powerful prayer warrior who can create in their
midst a tremendous opportunity to know truth that will free them and enable them to withstand the assault of
false teaching. That, then, is what he is doing: he is praying for them.

The striking thing about this prayer is the very first sentence of it: "For this reason, since the day we heard
about you, we have not stopped praying for you..." This was a continuing prayer. As far as we know, Paul
had never been to Colossae. Apart from one or two among them, he did not personally know these believers
And yet he prays continually for them. When we come to statements like this in Scripture it is quite fair to ask,
when did he do this? Day and night he is chained to a Roman guard, he never has a moment to himself. Awe
or asleep, he is bound to his jailer. Furthermore, when he is awake, his friends are dropping by to see him tc
seek his counsel and instruction. He even ministers to the Roman guards, many of whom came to Christ, as
we learn in the letter to the Philippians. He is busy writing letters, too, so when did he find time to pray for the
Colossians?

The answer lies in the form of prayer that Dr. Carl Lundquist calls "living prayer." Here is a quotation from a
recent letter | received.

This is the description of an ongoing life of prayer, used by Maxie Dunnam in his Workbook
of Living Prayer. It refers to quiet, whispered prayers and praises that flow from our hearts

all day long. Dunnam suggests that we use interruptions, people or events that break in
unexpectedly upon our day, as calls to specific prayer. Most of us use mealtime---grace
time---to think of God and to voice our thanks to him. But more than food can call us to
prayer. Frank Laubach, the modern mystic, challenges us to use the newspaper or the
television set in the same way. As world decision-makers are pictured before our eyes we can
breathe a quiet prayer for them by name. We can read a newspaper prayerfully, whispering
back to God our intercessions for those in need, about whom we are reading. When someone
calls our attention to himself, even in an impolite way--- tripping us on the bus, jabbing us
with an umbrella, dodging in front of us (in traffic)---Laubach suggests that of the four billion
persons in the world, God may be calling that particular individual to our attention in order to
inspire prayer for him.

Have you ever prayed for people who cut in front of you in traffic, asking God to bless them, not blast them?
That is what this is suggesting: that continual prayer arises constantly as a reaction to what you are going
through. I am sure this explains the apostle's words here.Through the day he would think of the Colossians;
how they were doing and what was threatening them, and he would breathe a prayer for them. This is what b
means when he says, "we have not stopped praying for you." We can pray for each other in that same
wonderful way.

The illuminating aspect of this is what Paul prayed for. Notice what he says: "...asking God to fill you with
the knowledge of his will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding.” That is the content of his prayer;
everything else in the passage flows out of that. The one thing he asks for is that the Colossians might come
understand God's will. It is clear that this is the important thing to Paul. He knows that if they begin to
understand the will of God, everything good that he desires for them will follow. Thus, the chief aim of a
believer's life ought to be to know God's will.

Here is where many young Christians go astray. They think the will of God is an itinerary they must discover:

where God wants them to go, and what God wants them to do. Most of their prayers are addressed with thos

thoughts in mind. What should | do today? Where should | go? Whom should | marry? etc. There is a deep

and profound psychological principle involved in this. God knows us, and he knows that our behavior flows
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out of who we think we are. Have you ever asked someone who upset you, "Who do you think you are,
anyway?" We instinctively know that offensive behavior is a result of who we think we are. That is why such
challenges are given.

God, too, knows that. The glory of the good news is that he has made us into something different than what
we once were. Therefore the primary course in the curriculum of the Spirit is to learn who you are now, what
God has made you to be, and, especially, your new relationship to him. This is beautifully captured in a verse
we consider so important we have written it right across the front of our auditorium, "You are not your own
...you are bought with a price."” You no longer belong to yourself, so you are no longer to live for yourself.
Your will, your pleasure, your comfort are no longer to be primary in your life, but what God calls you to be
and what he has made you to be. The more you understand who you now are, and what God has done to m
you that, the more your behavior will automatically change and you will do the things that follow here in this
passage. That is why Paul puts the knowledge of God's will first.

Where do we find that out? Paul goes on to say: "...asking God to fill you with the knowledge of his will
through all spiritual wisdom and understanding.” There are two things that enable us to discover the will of
God. The first is "spiritual wisdom," i.e. wisdom that comes from the Spirit, not from the natural mind of

man. In 1 Corinthians the apostle contrasts these two, saying, "our ministry is not according to the wisdom o
man, but in demonstration of the Spirit and power." He goes on to say, "We impart a secret and hidden
wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages, for our glorification.” Paul is speaking of divine insights
into human life---how to understand ourselves and how the world functions---which God reveals, but of
which natural man knows nothing, no matter how well educated he may be.

I will never forget listening to a prominent psychiatrist a number of years ago telling me about his life before he
became a Christian, of his honors and his wealth and how sought---after his advice was by industrial leaders
all over the country. But his inner life began to break down and he felt more and more hollow and empty. At
last, when he took his six-year-old son, dead, out of a swimming pool, he began to read the Bible. As he rea
there came a moment when he sat with his head in his hands saying, "My God, what an ass I've been." His
wisdom had led him to nothing worthwhile. Then he began to learn what God says about life.

That is what Christians need to discover: what God thinks about life. That is reality. If you want to be realistic,
then read and study your Bible to discover how God looks at things. Everything else is fantasy. It is like
perfume advertisements on television; outrageous, out-of-this world fantasies. But that is the way the world
thinks. If you want to live realistically, learn spiritual wisdom, the wisdom of God.

The second thing necessary to discover the will of God is "understanding.” That is the application of the
wisdom you are learning to the specific circumstance you are going through. As someone has well put it, "a
clear vision of what needs to be done."” Some of you are struggling with problems and you don't know what t
do. The first thing you need is to understand how God sees your problem and what he says about it, in his
word. Then there will come, as you pray and seek his face, a clear vision of what needs to be done. What
steps to take or not to take. That is how to discover the will of God.

This all comes from the Spirit. These are not natural abilities. They are given by the Spirit, and therefore
possible to all believers. So when you open the Bible, pray that God will help you to understand what it says.
| often pray Henry Van Dyke's beautiful prayer,

Grant me the knowledge that | need

To solve the questions of the mind.
Light Thou my candle while | read,

To keep my heart from going blind.
Enlarge my vision to behold

The wonders You have wrought of old.

That is asking for what Paul speaks of here: spiritual wisdom and understanding.

The apostle goes on to say why he wants them to understand God's will. It is what he knows will follow if the
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Colossians gain the knowledge of his will. Here is what he says will happen: "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, being strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so that
you may have great endurance and patience, and with joy give thanks to the Father."” There are five things
here, the first three of which are activities that believers have a choice in---we can deliberately choose to do
them---and the last two are results that will grow out of these three.

First, that you may "live a life worthy of the Lord." When you understand what God has made you to be,
though you don't deserve it at all---his child, cherished by him, your guilt and sin taken care of, and that God
is your loving Father who protects you, guides and guards you, and when you see him in all his majesty and
beauty then you will become concerned about whether your behavior reflects his beauty, and what others will
think of your God when they are watching you. That is "a life worthy of the Lord." In others of his letters the
apostle urges Christians to "walk worthy of their calling.” This is the first thing we are to be concerned about:
our impact upon others, how our lives are impacting theirs, and what our actions make them think about our
God.

The second activity that will flow from a knowledge of who we are is to seek "to please him in every way."
The chief aim of every believer ought to be that he is pleasing to God; that he seeks to live in a way that
delights God. What quality of life is pleasing to God? The Scripture probably puts it most effectively in a
negative way. In the book of Hebrews we are told, "Without faith it is impossible to please God!" Faith is
what pleases him. Every time Jesus approved or commended people it was because of their faith. "You have
great faith,"” he said to the woman who pled with him to heal her flow of blood. "Your faith is great," he said
to a centurion who asked him to heal his servant. Whenever our Lord commends people for anything it is
because they believe him and act on what he says. They don't conform to the customs of people around.
Rather, they swim against the stream of life and stand firmly upon what he says, trusting him. That is what
pleases God.

Here is the third result: "bearing fruit in every good work." The "fruit,” always and everywhere in Scripture, is
the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, and peace, in our relationships and actions with regard to others; concern,
compassion, encouragement, and help in a time of stress, bringing a word of peace into a troubled, hostile
atmosphere. "Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called the children of God." That is what Paul is
talking about: "bearing fruit in every good work."

After these begin to take place in our lives, two results will follow. The first is given at the end of verse 10:
"growing in the knowledge of God." Paul has been praying that the Colossians come to know God's will.
Now he says that as they put these things into practice they will know God better than ever before. Seeking t
walk worthy of God, and to please him with fruitful activity results in knowing God more and more

intimately.

Now | want to call attention to what | am going to say next so that you will not miss it: knowing God is the
most exciting thing that can ever happen to you! Knowing God is the secret of excitement and vitality in a life.
People who know God are never bored for the opposite of knowing God is boredom. If you are bored, as a
Christian, it is because you do not adequately know your God. In his presence it is impossible to think of
anything else. He is an exciting, captivating Being, filled with fresh ideas, concepts and possibilities of which
you never could have dreamed.

To know God means that you are always turned on about everything because you see God everywhere: in
nature, in people you meet, in trials, hardships and challenges, everywhere. That is why people who know
God are always exciting to be with. They lift your spirits when you meet them. Faces light up as they enter a
room: They know God, and the excitement of that captivates and changes them. That is what Paul says will
happen as we "grow in the knowledge of God" and put into practice these three goals in our lives. This is whe
Jesus means when he says to the woman at the well, "I will put in you a well of water, springing up unto
eternal life." It is always there: that refreshing quality of knowing God.

The second result is found in verses 11 and 12: "being strengthened with all power according to his glorious
might so that you may have great endurance and patience, with joy, giving thanks to the Father." These days
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there is a new cycle of emphasis in the Christian world upon signs and wonders as the mark of spiritual
power. | have lived through several of these cycles, so | know what will happen. All the initial enthusiasm will
ebb and fade, and life will inevitably return to the spiritual doldrums. That is because these signs and wonder:
are never the emphasis of Scripture. The sign of true spiritual power is right here: people who learn how to
become patient and longsuffering, with joy! It is these who have touched the wellsprings of true spiritual
power. It is as plain as the nose on your face. Paul says: "being strengthened with all power according to his
glorious might."

When you are faced with irritating circumstances, or difficult people, it takes power to remain patient and
longsuffering. Our natural tendency is to get upset, to scream in impatience, or to become resentful and angr
It takes power to resist these when you feel them rising within you. Every believer has that power, and the
sign is that they lead quiet, cheerful lives, that hang in to the end. That is what is meant by endurance. The
word is best translated "stick-to-it-iveness.” People who have this quality don't quit. They hang in there with
their relationships, despite the pressures of their work or their circumstances. Endurance is a word that relate
primarily to circumstances. The second word, translated here "patience,” is really "longsuffering,” a
willingness to wait and not pay back in kind. It has to do with willingness to forgive and refusing to take
revenge.

The third mark is that of joyful gratitude, a cheerful spirit that never gets discouraged. Years ago | read of a
Christian businessman who had a cleaning woman named Sophie. He said to her one day, "Sophie, why are
you always so cheerful? You don't have much in life but you're always cheerful. What's your secret?" She
replied, "Well, it's the way | read my Bible." He said, "I read the Bible too but I don't find myself being
cheerful like you are." She said, "You don't read it right. My Bible says, 'Glory in tribulation.’ G-I-o-r-y
doesn't spell ‘growl.’ That is what you do. You growl in tribulation. If you gloried in it, then you'd find
yourself looking at it as a challenge, as an opportunity for your Lord to display what he can do, and you'd be
cheerful about it." There is a great lesson in that story. It is what will reveal that we are growing in the
knowledge of God.

The closing paragraph states clearly the three things that we can always be grateful for. We may in weakness

feel like complaining about a few things, but we can always come back to these three things for they are
continually true of every believer. The more we think about them, the m as ge
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us. That is forever rendered untrue by the work of Jesus. He has brought us into his kingdom and, with him,
we share the love of the Father.

Near, so very near to God,

Nearer | could not be.

The love with which He loves His Son,
Such is His love for me.

We are wanted, cherished children of a loving Father.

We have been delivered also from the feeling of being unworthy. We have "redemption, even the forgiveness
of sins.” | often think of that wonderful verse in the old hymn, Beneath the Cross of Jesus:

Upon that cross of Jesus

Mine eye at times can see,

The very dying form of One

Who suffered there for me.

And from my smitten heart with tears,
Two wonders | confess:

The wonder of redeeming love,

And my unworthiness.

By natural birth we are all unworthy, but love has set us free, and made us both wanted and worthy. The
forgiveness of sins means we can start every day with a fresh, clean slate. All of yesterday's mistakes have
been washed away, not in order that we might go back and repeat them, but that we might have nothing agai
us as we begin again. Every day we start in afresh until we learn to do it right. God is with us. He cleanses tf
past continually. The forgiveness of sins is something we ought to rejoice in every day, because the burden
and guilt of yesterday is no longer dragging us down. We are free to walk into liberty and peace. How gratefu
we should be for these incredible blessings!

Catalog No. 4020
Colossians 1:9-14
Second Message

December 7, 1986

MASTER OF THE UNIVERSE
by Ray C. Stedman

Charles Wesley's wonderful phrase from "Hark, The Herald Angels Sing,"

Veiled in flesh the Godhead see;
Hail the Incarnate Deity

captures the central truth of our Christian faith. Since the appearance of Jesus on this earth two thousand ye:
ago, Christians have believed that the man called Jesus of Nazareth is and was God the Creator; that the ete
Son dwelt in a human body, thus "veiled in flesh the Godhead see." Every other doctrine of Christianity flows
out of that great truth. If it be denied, one has denied the heart of Christian faith and has embraced heresy.

Recently | attended a conference of two hundred and fifty theologians, pastors and Christian leaders in
Chicago. We met to restate in contemporary terms, and apply to the problems of today, the great truths of the
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Christian faith. The first paper delivered was on "The Living God." It was a marvelous statement of this
central truth of all: that Jesus Christ is God. The paper developed the concept of the Trinity: that God does na
exist as a single individual, but there are three persons who act together as one in the Godhead. The skeptic:
have pointed out that nowhere in Scripture can be found a flat-out statement that God exists in three persons
and thus many claim that the doctrine of the Trinity is not really taught in the Bible. But what we do find in
Scripture are passages where both the Son and the Spirit are described in terms that can only be applied to (
himself. It is such a passage as this that we come to today in our studies in the letter to the Colossians. Here
are the dramatic words of the apostle Paul:

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

That plainly states what Charles Wesley has captured in his phrase, "Veiled in flesh the Godhead see." Paul
brings this truth boldly to the Colossian believers for two basic reasons. As we have already seen in this lette
he is very concerned that these new Christians begin to grow up. They must not remain immature
believers---born again, but still filled with all the frailty and foolishness of the flesh. They must grow up and
become vigorous, exemplary, compassionate Christians, forsaking their apathy and hostility and becoming
whole people. Paul is well aware that they are in danger of losing their clear vision of Christ. That was the
nature of the Colossian heresy which attacked the person of Jesus. They were in danger, therefore, of losing
proper sense of the profound power and eminence of Jesus Christ in their own world.

Many Christians are like this today. Many true believers appear to have little sense that Jesus is active in their
lives here and now. Some churches seem to treat Jesus as the British treat their monarch: they strip him or h
of all political power, and do not expect the sovereign to do anything at all except to look good. They treat thei
monarchs with great respect and reverence, and pay much lip service, but they really do not expect anything
from them. That is the way Christians all too often treat the Lord Jesus. This passage calls us back to face th
fact of who Jesus is: simply, he is in charge of the universe!

The second reason why Paul includes this is his own unforgettable experience on the Damascus Road. As
young Saul of Tarsus he believed that Jesus of Nazareth was only a tub-thumping rabble-rouser who was
causing a great deal of trouble in Israel. Saul considered him nothing more than a deliberate blasphemer who
was claiming things about himself for which he ought to be put to death. As an ardent Pharisee Saul hated the
name of Jesus. Then came the experience on the Damascus Road. There, in the dust of the road, surrounde
by a blinding light of glory, he heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?" In
amazement and wonder he cried out, "Who are you, Lord?" and in the passage we are looking at today, Pau
states the answer he found to his own question: "He," says the apostle, "is the image of the invisible God, th
Creator of all things.” That Damascus event is what changed Paul's life.

This passage is a truly astounding claim. In these brief phrases the apostle points out Christ's nature as Goc
his work as Creator, and his continuing relationship to the worlds that he has made. Let us look in more detai
at such claims. What does it mean that Jesus is "the image of the invisible God?" | have often described the
little boy who was drawing pictures on the floor one day as his mother was working. She said to him, "What
are you drawing?" He said, "I'm drawing a picture of God." "But no one knows what God looks like," she
said. "They will when | get through!" the boy replied.

There is a rather profound truth in that story when it is applied to Jesus. It is as though that little baby lying in
the manger in Bethlehem is a picture being drawn for us. It would be proper to say of that baby that when he
finishes his life's work, men will know what God is like. That is what Jesus did. Today, if you come to
Jesus, you discover that in a remarkable way you have come also into the presence of God; you know God
personally and intimately. That has always been the central claim of Christian conversion.

This sentence also includes a second phrase that is very descriptive: "The firstborn of all creation.” What does

that mean? Here is where many of the cults have had a heyday. Jehovah's Witnesses say that this phrase

proves that Jesus was a created being and not God. That is the claim of several other cults as well. They say

that “firstborn of all creation” means that Jesus is the one born first, i. e. the first one to be created. It is true

that in Greek the word that is translated here "firstborn™ is used of Jesus himself in the Bethlehem story. Luke

chapter 2, says that Mary brought forth her "firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid
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him in a manger.” Thus, say the cults, the word "firstborn” clearly implies that Jesus is the first of several
children born to Mary. Scripture reveals there were other children born to her: the brothers and sisters of Jesi
who would come later. Used in that sense, of course, it would mean that Jesus is the first created being. Tht
there is some sense to that argument.

But (and this is the important point) there are other meanings of the word. It is most frequently translated
"firstborn™ in the sense of heir, the owner, the possessor of creation. This is certainly the meaning it conveys
here. | found myself recently standing next to Dr. Carl Henry, whom | regard as the greatest theologian alive
today. Since | knew | would be preaching on this passage | took the occasion to ask him how he would
translate this phrase. This was his answer: "It should be translated,” he said, "'the Primeval Creator of all
created things.™ Jesus is the one who possesses, as heir or owner, all other things.

This sense of the firstborn as owner or possessor is a concept that is strongly supported in the Old Testamer
Esau, one of the twin sons of Isaac, was born first, therefore he had the right of the firstborn to inherit the
estate of his father. But through a strange series of events, Jacob, the other twin, tricked his father into
conferring that blessing upon him. He stole from Esau, by trickery, the right of firstborn. Yet that act was
honored of God. The right to be firstborn was transferred from Esau to Jacob, and Jacob became the heir of
the promises of God to Isaac. Thus, we must understand that the one born first is not necessarily the
"firstborn.”

Jacob himself later had sons, one of whom was Joseph, who in turn had two sons whom he named Manass
and Ephraim. At the end of his life, Jacob went down to Egypt to visit his son Joseph, and Joseph brought h
two boys before him, Manasseh, the firstborn, and Ephraim, the younger. Joseph placed Manasseh under
Jacob's right hand, and Ephraim under his left hand, so that Manasseh would receive the blessing of the
firstborn. But Jacob did a very unusual thing. We are not told why, but for some strange reason, known only
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replies, "Woman, what have | to do with you?" That is not uttered unkindly. He is simply declaring that her
request is not the motive for his actions. But he does act. And, as he declared in many places, he acts only
because the Father tells him to. Thus the initiation of this act is from the Father. The Father willed that when
his Son appeared on earth there would be miracles that would accompany his appearance to support his clair
and establish his credentials among the sons of men.

Immediately our Lord began to plan the miracle. He said to the servants, "Fill these six empty jars with water.
The servants did so. It must have taken fifteen or twenty minutes at least to fill those great thirty-gallon jars
with water. Our Lord waited until they did. Then, without a word---I always appreciate this: there is no
fanfare, no ostentation, no magic---without a word of command the water became wine. The Spirit had
changed the water into the finest of wine.

C.S. Lewis has a comment on this that is pertinent to our study:

If we open such books as Grimm's Fairy Tales or the Italian epics, we find ourselves in a
world of miracles so diverse that they can hardly be classified. Beasts turn into men and men
into beasts or trees. Trees talk, ships become goddesses, and a magic ring can cause tables
richly spread with food to appear in solitary places. Now if such things really happened, they
would, | suppose, show that nature was being invaded. But they would show that she was
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Paul is saying, "You dispute much about the successive grades of angels. You distinguish
each grade by its special title. You can tell how each order was generated from the preceding.
You assign to each its proper degree of worship. Meanwhile you have ignored and have
degraded Christ. | tell you it is not so. He is first and foremost, Lord of heaven and earth, far
above all thrones or dominations, all princedoms or powers; far above every dignity and
every potentate---whether earthly or heavenly, whether angel or demon or man--- that evokes
your reverence or excites your fear."

That is the supremacy of our Lord in his own world! Nothing can make us more confident and enable us to
speak boldly of our faith than to bear in mind the tremendous truth that Jesus is Lord. He is in charge of all
life. Nothing can happen in history or in space without his permission. He rules over the present age.

But creation is not only by him, it is also for him. It all operates for his honor and glory. A few decades ago
Albert Einstein announced to the world a new view of space. He declared that space is not, as we had thougt
for centuries, a linear concept, extending outward in a straight line, but that it was curved upon itself. This is
what this passage is proclaiming as well. Though creation originated with the Eternal Son---perhaps in a "Big
Bang"---it also converges again toward him in a great concentric cosmic cycle. Thus it is totally under his
control. He is the reason why all things have been made. Eventually all the cosmos and all the events of histc
will find their place in the great purpose of the Father to honor and glorify the Son.

Verse 17 declares, in two marvelous phrases, just how Jesus controls space and history:
"He is before all things, and in him all things hold together."

"He is before all things,” means he is outside his own creation; he was there first. This describes his eternity
the Son of God. As C.S. Lewis has pointed out, he is over creation as a King and a Sovereign, not subject tc
it or part of it, but intimately related to it.

When Paul uses the phrase, "all things by him hold together,” he is speaking of our Lord's power to sustain
and to prevent breakdown. The scientists who work on the great linear accelerator at Stanford University,
trying to smash the atom apart, know that it takes incredible power. Years ago | was taken to see the
predecessor to today's linear accelerator, a relatively small instrument. The professor who took me through
showed me the power source for it. | have never forgotten what he said: "The power to operate this
instrument,” he said, "is equivalent to all the electricity it takes to run the city of San Francisco.” Yet that was ¢
very small instrument.

Something holds the atom together with enormous, incredible power. That power, according to the Word of
God (both here in Colossians and in the letter to the Hebrews) is vested in Jesus. He has the authority to rule
as Sovereign. He has the power to sustain, because he is the Eternal Son.

The great Dutch theologian, Abraham Kuyper, who was also the President of the Netherlands, put it this way

When Jesus looks at his universe from his exalted throne at the right hand of the Father, and
he sees the great galaxies whirling in space, the planets and the people upon this planet, and
all the minute details of life here including the details of our individual lives, there is nothing
that he sees anywhere of which he cannot say, "Mine!"

The most astonishing phenomenon today is to see men who work with this physical universe, who intimately
observe the beauty, order, and power inherent in the natural world as well as in the world of humanity, yet
who fail to see the Power behind it all; the ordered Intelligence that possesses and originates all these things.
do not understand how a man like Carl Sagan can work in the field of astronomy, knowing of the great secret
that are now coming to light in the universe, and yet go on breathing air which God has supplied, eating the
food with which God has stocked this earth, and relying moment by moment on a heartbeat whose
continuation rests in the will of Someone other than himself, yet can busy himself telling us that only man
matters! It is a phenomenon beyond my understanding.
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One of the most profound incidents in the gospels is the story of Jesus and the rich young ruler. This first
century yuppie, expensively dressed, very wealthy, young and handsome, knelt at the feet of this apparent
peasant from Galilee and said, "Lord, what must | do to inherit eternal life?" Jesus looked into the heart of tha
young man and saw the hunger and emptiness of it. Wealth had brought him no lasting pleasure; Jesus saw
anguish and the desire for something more. He tested him as to whether he understood the Law and when h
saw that the young man was in earnest about finding the secret of life, he told him to do an unusual thing: "Gt
and sell everything you have and give to the poor and come and follow me."

We usually focus upon the first part of that command: "Go and sell all you have and give to the poor.” Some
say that what Jesus is teaching is that it is wrong to be wealthy. But this is answered by the fact that he had
friends among the wealthy of his own day, yet he never rebuked them for their wealth. That is not the issue o
the story. What Jesus is saying is, "Your money keeps you from seeing what you desperately need. Get rid «
it, for it is blocking what you really need in life." And then he makes clear what that is: "Come and follow

me." What the young man lacked was a King! He had no final authority beyond himself, no cause to which he
could give even his life. He had no anchor in life.

As | think of the world in which we live today surely this is the reason for the terrible sense of lostness among
people. We are a generation adrift. We have thrown out all the absolutes, and found ourselves adrift on the
tossing ocean of life. No one has an anchor any more. What men desperately need is a King, a God, an
Authority, an Anchor to cling to. | am convinced we will never solve the terrible drug traffic until we teach
people that there is an answer to the hunger and anguish of their empty lives. We cannot stop the drug traffic
by simply confiscating all the drugs that come into this country. Drugs are merely a symptom of the terrible
anguish of people; of their empty lives, their lack of a sense of worth. They have no King to worship, no
authority to serve, no cause greater than themselves.

Thus the central truth of our faith, and one that makes for strength in the Christian life, is this truth. In Jesus i
found the center of life. "He is the image of the invisible God...the Creator of all things, who is before all
things and holds all things in his hand and power." Is he your Lord?

There has been a chorus running through my mind all week as | have been preparing this message. It is one
used to sing in the early days of PBC, but | do not hear it much any more. The words are simplicity
themselves:

My wonderful Lord, my wonderful Lord,
By angel and seraphs in heaven adored.
| bow at Thy shrine, my Savior Divine,
My wonderful, wonderful Lord!

No distant Lord have |,
Loving afar to be;
Made flesh for me

He cannot rest

Until He rests in me.

| need not journey far
This dearest friend to see;
Companionship is always mine, He makes His home with me.

| envy not the twelve,

Nearer to me is He;

The life He once lived here on earth
He lives again in me.

Ascended now to God

My witness there to be,
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His withess here am | because
His Spirit dwells in me.

O glorious Son of God,
Incarnate Deity,

| shall forever be with Thee
Because Thou art with me.

Catalog No. 4021
Colossians 1:15-17
Third Message
December 14, 1986

THE REASON FOR THE SEASON
by Ray C. Stedman

Most scholars feel that the magnificent description of Christ found in verses 15-20 of Colossians 1 represents
an early Christian hymn which Paul is quoting. These verses may represent the very first of all Christmas
carols. If so; it is a hymn of two stanzas. The first concerns Jesus as Lord of creation, i.e. the material
universe, and all forces at work within it. The second stanza speaks of Jesus as Lord of the new creation, th
new humanity. We have lost the tune for this hymn, but we still have these words which focus upon our
Lord's overall supremacy.

Here are Paul's words:

"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."

The church, of course, is the new creation. It is healthy to remind ourselves of that because many churches
seem to forget it. The church is something eternally new which the world has never seen before. It is quite
different from any other organization or organism among men. It is a sad thing to observe the loss of this
concept among Christians. As | travel about | have noted the way people think about their church. | am afraid
that the most widespread concept is that the church is a religious country club, operated for the enjoyment an
benefit of the members; it makes its own rules and exists for its own purposes. That is a far cry indeed from
the New Testament description of the church.

Others look upon the church as a collection of emotional misfits who are waiting for the first bus to glory. |
fear some of us give them good reason to think that! Then there are those, like the Colossians, who are a grc
of eager beaver religious fanatics, running after every new doctrine that comes along, especially if it offers a
good feeling and has a sense of magic and mystery about it. That to many is the church.

But here the apostle corrects these false ideas and declares that Jesus is the Head of the body, which is the
church. Paul relates the two together as a head and trunk relate in a physical body. This is one of the most
important statements in the New Testament about the church. God has actually given us a model to carry
around with us (our own body), so that we may understand how the church is to function. The church is a
body, and we all have bodies. The church has a Head, and we too have heads. To understand the church ar
how it should function, think about your own body and how it functions.
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If you stand in front of a mirror you will notice, | hope, that there are two divisions of the body. The knob up
on top, with more or less hair, we call the head. It is the control center of the body. The rest of the body, with

its appendages of arms and legs, etc., is all part of the trunk.

That is a body---and the head runs the body! Many churches seem to forget that. Think what would happen t«
your body if somebody removed your head. It doesn't appear that any of you has had that experience since
most of you seem to be well attached. When | was a boy growing up in Montana, we did not buy chickens at
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everything he had and bought it."

This is most instructive if you remember how a pearl is made. A pearl, you know, starts out as an
irritatedoyster! A grain of sand gets under the oyster's shell. To the oyster that feels like crackers in bed do to
us. It is very uncomfortable, and the oyster sets about getting rid of it. What it does is to cover the irritating
grain of sand with a beautiful nacre that hardens into a lustrous and gorgeous pearl. That is how the church
was born. It emerges from the wounded side of Jesus. It was the irritation that we represent by our sinful live
that put him to death, and he covers it over and heals it, making it into a beautiful pearl of great value. That is
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blood, shed on the cross."

Notice how carefully the apostle links together the reconciling work of Christ and his deity. Jesus had to be
God to do what he did! At the Chicago Conference on Biblical Application which | mentioned last week | was
thrilled to hear Dr. Bruce Waltke make an impassioned plea that we who are working with these great themes
of Scripture find some way to reduce these theological statements to contemporary terms, because, as he pu
"the world is lost without a sense of God. Men and women everywhere desperately need to know that there i
Someone in charge of life, and that there is a Source to whom they can turn for help and for deliverance. The
world needs to know that Jesus Christ is God." He made the statement personal with these words, "If Jesus
not God, then | do not have a Savior." That is surely true. If Jesus is not God there is no bridge that can spa
the chasm between God and man.

This is why Christianity is often offensive to people of other faiths. They say, "Why can't you recognize that

all religions have leaders who can lead us into truth? Why do you claim that Jesus is different and above all tr
others?" That is often called "the scandal of exclusivity," the exclusive claim that only one religious founder is
both God and man. As C. S. Lewis well states, If you had gone to Buddha and asked him, "Are you the Son
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The basic meaning of this word is "to remove all impediments to peace" so that harmony prevails.

What does it mean, then, that Jesus shall "reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in
heaven"? It means a day is coming when the hostility of evil against righteousness will be brought to a suddel
halt. Evil men and angels will find themselves unable to function in their enmity against God. They will be
subdued, and will cease their rebellion. It does not mean their punishment ends; it is their active hostility that
will cease. Then, at last, the terrible question that every one of us has asked at times, "Why does God permit
evil?" will be answered. There is coming a day, according to this verse, when all will be explained to us: Why
do the good suffer? Why do bad things happen to good people? Why does injustice reign triumphant at times
Why are innocent children raped, tortured, and killed, or ruined in mind and body by drugs or molestation?
Why were six million Jews gassed to death in Germany? Why were millions of others elsewhere shot,
speared, drowned, burned or hanged by the tyrants of history? Why?

We have all asked these questions. Why do accidents occur, ruining our joys? Why does insanity rage in so
many? At last this question is to be answered. At last we will learn why it was necessary to allow evil. Then
we will see it was part of the working out of God's program. Every hurt will be resolved, every tear will be
wiped away, every pain will be relieved. At last the whole universe will live in peace and harmony with one
another. "Nothing shall hurt or destroy in all God's holy mountain.” Read the great promises of Isaiah in this
regard. What glorious language he employs to picture an earth where nothing is out of step, nothing is
eccentric, nothing is out of balance; everything is in harmony with everything else. That is what this declares.
Surely this is what Paul is describing in that great passage in Philippians. An hour is coming when "every kne
shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.” That is where
history is headed.

The marvelous thing about this is that it flows out of the death of Jesus on the cross. It is the cross that has
brought this to pass. That is why it has been the central symbol of Christian faith since the very beginning. W
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Colossians 1 18-20
Fourth Message
December 21, 1986

THE GREAT MYSTERY
by Ray C. Stedman

You have all seen the television commercial for the Armed Forces that says---to a musical
accompaniment---"Be all that you can be." It implies that if you join the Army, the Navy, the Air Force or the
Marines, then you can be all that you can be. | don't believe that! Does anybody? But a word like that has
strong appeal. Everybody wants to be all that he can be. | have never met anyone who doesn't want to be all
that he feels himself capable of being. We all hunger for that. No matter how degraded, downcast or
frustrated, everyone longs for fulfillment. And yet, as we observe the bewildering tragedy of human life, we
are left shaking our heads at the seeming impossibility of that. | have been listening to stories all week from
relatives, friends, and on the media, describing endless shame, hurt, pain, murder, divorce, cruelty, abuse a
personal failure. Is there any real possibility of reversing this in someone's life? Can the downward slide be
arrested?

The good news of the gospel answers with a resounding Yes! It can be done! In fact, that is what the apostle
Paul is saying here in his letter to the Colossians. This is what | would call a first century description of how a
life can be changed:

"Once you alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil
behavior. 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--- if you continue in your
faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel.” (Colossians
1:21-23)

What a marvelous thing to find hope like that in this dark world of ours! And how wonderful that God himself
undertakes to make this change! | read this morning a statement from a man who felt he heard God saying to
him one day, "l wish you would leave all this reconciling of things to me, since you are so hopelessly
unequipped for it, and that you would use whatever influence you have with your fellow fussers and worriers
to do likewise. | know what | am doing and | will go over it with you when you get home."

That is a good word for us to remember. God is at work. He is sovereign. And he can and does reconcile
people to himself and make a change in 