Simply Christ in a Syncretistic Culture #2

“The Root and the Fruit”

Colossians 1:3-14

Where seldom is heard a discouraging word, and the skies are not cloudy all day.

Those familiar words from the song, “Home on the Range,” seem foreign in our culture today. Discouraging words are everywhere, from the news to social media to everyday conversations. As a society we have sunk to a new low in tearing each other apart, trying to make ourselves look better by bringing others around us down.

“Encourage” and all of its derivatives, however, is a biblical concept. The word appears no less than 63 times throughout Scripture. Paul commands in 1 Thessalonians 5:11, “Therefore encourage one another and build each other up.”
Even though Paul had never been to Colosse nor had ever met most of the folks in the church, he opens the letter to the Colossians with an encouraging word. In fact, he opens with quite a few encouraging words!

In verse 2, Paul describes the Colossians as saints. As Herbert Lockyer wrote, “All believers are saints, but some are more saintly than others.”
 That may be true, but Paul wanted the Colossians to be confident of what God had done in their lives. It was one thing to tell them that they were the saints of God, but they needed to be sure.
 In these opening verses of the letter Paul goes about doing just that.

The next section, verses 3-8, is one long sentence in the original Greek:
 
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 that is stored up for you in heaven and that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel that has come to you. All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and understood God’s grace in all its truth. 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.

That’s quite a mouthful! Paul spares no words when it comes to encouraging these relatively new believers in their faith. These words can be encouraging to us, too. Tonight I want to consider the root and the fruit of our Christian life.

The Ground of Our Faith is Truth (5-8)

We begin with the root. The ground of our faith as Christians is truth. This is seen in verses 5-8,

…the faith and love that spring from the hope that is stored up for you in heaven and that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel that has come to you. All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and understood God’s grace in all its truth. 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.

Paul uses the word “truth” more than once in this paragraph. The first is at the end of verse 5, where he writes of “the word of truth,” identifying it in the following phrase, “the gospel that has come to you.” The gospel has come from God and can be trusted. In John 17:17, Jesus said to the Father, “Your Word is truth.” There are many messages and ideas that can be called true, but only God’s Word can be called truth. Jesus is the Truth; when we trust Him, we experience life. Men have tried to destroy God’s truth, but they have failed. The Word of truth still stands!
 Our faith is not dependent on our feelings but on what God has done in Christ. The reorienting truth liberates us.

The gospel of Christ is nothing less than the truth, beyond human invention and imagination. In this context it is useful to recall the familiar phrase, “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” The gospel is just this, so we can neither add to it, nor subtract from it, without doing serious harm to the integrity of that unique proclamation.

This bold claim to possess and preach the truth must always be a scandal to men and women in any age, not least our own. But we have to insist that the merits of the gospel cannot be compared with other forms of religious teaching, for while they are relative (“that is truth for you bur not for me”) Christianity is absolute and therefore universal (“this is truth for all”).

False teaching must attack the truth. False teachers often promise knowledge that “goes deeper” or provides an alternative to the “simple” or “unrefined” knowledge of the masses. They frequently appeal to a person’s ego, offering to present people with a higher knowledge reserved only for a special elite, who can then look down on the average believer who has a simple, supposedly naive faith in “mere Christianity.” But what these false teachers provide isn’t a true knowledge of God, His wisdom, or His will. They offer a newfangled doctrine, cobbling together Scripture in unconventional ways—taking various bits out of context —as they hammer out their false teachings. And they use words with which Christians are familiar, but do so in unfamiliar ways.

The false teachers promised the Colossian believers that they would be “in the know” if they accepted the new doctrines. Words like knowledge, wisdom, and spiritual understanding were a part of their religious vocabulary; so Paul used these words in his prayer. Warren Wiersbe writes, “Satan is so deceptive! He likes to borrow Christian vocabulary, but he does not use the Christian dictionary! Long before the false teachers had adopted these terms, the words had been in the Christian vocabulary.”

You see the same happening today. False religions and cults will use words and phrases that sound biblical, but they twist the meaning away from the truth. They will call Jesus the Son of God, but by that phrase they mean that Jesus was created by the Father. They will preach salvation by grace, but in the end they practice salvation by works.

For this reason false teachers tend to target new believers or those who haven’t properly matured in their faith. They rarely go after the well-trained Christians, the pastors, the teachers, or the theological thinkers in the church. Instead, like ravenous predators, false teachers prowl around the edges of the flock, scoping out the stragglers, the newborns, the spiritually weak and sick—easy victims of deception and confusion. 

In the small, newly established church in Colosse, false teachers were trying to take advantage of the believers’ spiritual youth and ignorance. Whatever the spiritual disease brought by these teachers—worldly philosophy, pagan mysticism, Jewish legalism, or pious asceticism—the cure was the same: knowledge of the truth of Jesus Christ and acceptance of His sufficiency for all things.

And so Paul rooted them in the objective truth. The good news of Christ’s life and death for them was the source and substance of their new freedom and joy. The seed of truth had been planted in them and was springing up in the quality of their lives.

The Growth of Our Faith is Trust (3-10)

This leads to the fruit. The growth of our faith is trust. Moving back to verse 3 and reading down through verse 10,

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 that is stored up for you in heaven and that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel that has come to you. All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and understood God’s grace in all its truth. 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. For this reason, since the day we heard about you, we have not stopped praying for you and asking God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding. 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,

Paul said the Gospel was bearing fruit in all the world. The Word of God is the only seed that can be planted anywhere in the world and bear fruit.
 Fruit is important to God. He is pleased when we manifest an abundance of it. Jesus said in John 15:8, “My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit, and so prove to be My disciples.”

Specifically Paul commends the faith, hope, and love of the Colossians. These three are mentioned numerous times in Scripture as a sort of “apostolic shorthand” for genuine Christianity. These qualities all come from God; they cannot be man-made.

These three pillars of the Christian life are fundamental, and Paul expresses his thankfulness to God that the Colossians were not lacking in these essentials. Faith is mentioned first in the trio because the Christian life begins with faith, and without it, it is impossible to please God. From the fountainhead of faith flows love.

Once the Holy Spirit enters our hearts, love wells up—love for God and for others. In fact, in Paul’s list of the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22, love comes first. Paul notes in verse four that he had heard of the Colossians’ “love…for all the saints.” These believers were demonstrating a God-given capacity for unconditional love.

Then Paul mentions hope in verse 5. Though this is a future, heavenly hope, it doesn’t distract believers from trusting God and loving others in the here and now. Quite the opposite! Our assurance of heavenly reward inspires us to greater faith and love.

Faith looks back to the anchor of salvation—Jesus Christ’s person and work. Love looks around, building up the body of Christ through selfless service toward one another by the power of the Spirit. Hope looks ahead to the unalterable promise of God the Father, that He will one day usher us into His presence. These inseparable theological virtues form the bedrock upon which everything else in the Christian life rests. When our lives are anchored by faith in Jesus Christ, a love for God and others comes naturally, resulting in harmony and unity. Both faith and love point to and are strengthened by a confident hope that will get us through the recurring trials and struggles of life.

When God’s Word is planted and cultivated, it produces fruit. Faith, hope, and love are among the firstfruits in the spiritual harvest. These spiritual graces are among the evidences that a person has truly been born again.

In verses 9-10, Paul turns from praise of the Colossians to prayer for them. Seeing the threat of deceptive false teaching, Paul’s prayer for the Colossian Christians pays particular attention to knowledge. Our understanding of how Paul is using the term knowledge in his letter to the Colossians can be illuminated by how he discusses this concept in his other letters. In 1 Corinthians 8:1 Paul makes an important observation about unbridled knowledge: “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.” The Greek word Paul uses there for “knowledge” is gnosis, a general term for intellectual content. As we will see, some false teachers had begun to promote a kind of deeper gnosis that went beyond the saving knowledge of Christ as proclaimed through the gospel. In 1 Timothy 6:20, Paul speaks of “what is falsely called ‘knowledge,’” likely the same as here.

In response, Paul prays earnestly and continually for the believers in Colossae, that they would be filled with true knowledge, wisdom, and understanding (Col. 1:9). It’s interesting to note that the word Paul uses here for the “knowledge” of God’s will is not mere intellectual or speculative knowledge. He uses the modified term epignosis, which some commentators interpret as an intensification of the word gnosis. We might translate epignosis as “full knowledge” or “complete knowledge” (as in the nlt). Paul prays that they will be “filled with the knowledge of His will” in verse 9 and “increasing in the knowledge of God” in verse 10. Paul’s use of this term so prominently here was meant to rescue the Christian concept of knowledge away from the know-it-all false teachers who were trying to twist the term for their own purposes.

The word filled is a key word in Colossians. In the language of the New Testament, to be filled means to be “controlled by.” When we are filled with anger, we are controlled by anger. To be “filled with the Spirit” means to be “controlled by the Spirit.” Paul’s prayer, then, is that these believers might be controlled by the full knowledge of God’s will. But how does this take place? How can believers grow in the full knowledge of God’s will? We understand the will of God through the Word of God.

The full knowledge of God’s will for which Paul prayed was not just information but “all spiritual wisdom and understanding.” This finds its source in God through Jesus Christ, who is sufficient for all things. And it is given to believers not simply to inform them, but to transform them.

The kind of wisdom Paul seeks for the Colossians is transcendently practical, for it is intended to enable the child of God to “live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way.”
 The false teachers in Colosse attracted people through their offer of “spiritual knowledge,” but they did not relate this knowledge to life. In the Christian life, knowledge and obedience go together. There is no separation between learning and living. The wisdom about which Paul prayed was not simply a head knowledge of deep spiritual truths. True spiritual wisdom must affect the daily life. Wisdom and practical intelligence must go together.

The Glory of Our Faith is Triumph

Finally, the glory of our faith is triumph. We see this in verses 11-14, 

…being strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so that you may have great endurance and patience, and joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light. For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 

The phrase “glorious might” translates the Greek word kratos, meaning, “perfect strength.” It is glorious in that it belongs to God, is a manifestation of His Spirit, and is intended to bring honor to Him, not to me as the channel. To be strengthened with all power means “empowered with all power”—enabling power—uplifting, engendering, energizing power. The reason for this is that the power we experience is from the “glorious might” of God Himself. The liberating secret of triumphant living is that we were never meant to have adequate resources to do God’s work on our own. It’s ludicrous to try. We cannot love, forgive, care, nor make a difference in people’s lives and our world on our own strength. Power is given to do those things we could never do alone.

You think you don’t have the strength? Oh, yes you do, if you know the Lord Jesus as Savior and if you are availing yourself of what he offers through his Spirit. We read in 2 Timothy 1:7, “For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline.” We must not pray for life to be easier, but for God to make us stronger. We must not pray for tasks equal to our might, but for God-given might equal to our tasks. With Paul, we must learn that God’s grace is sufficient, and his power is perfected in our weakness. It is electrifying to understand that we have a source of strength outside ourselves to empower us to handle what lies ahead.

Verses 13-14 describe the glory of our triumph. First, we have been rescued. John Stott writes, “Christianity is in its very essence a rescue religion.”
 We could not deliver ourselves from the guilt and penalty of sin, but Jesus could and did deliver us. We were in danger of spending eternity apart from God. The sword of God’s judgment was hanging over our heads!
 But Jesus came to our rescue.

Next, we were replanted from the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of light. This word was used to describe the deportation of a population from one country into another. History records the fact that Antiochus the Great transported at least 2,000 Jews from Babylonia to Colosse.
 We were not delivered from darkness to roam about on our own without direction. And we should not think of this only in future terms. This verse makes it very clear that the redeemed are already in the Kingdom of Christ.

Finally, we were redeemed, meaning deliverance and freedom from the penalty of sin by the payment of a ransom—the substitutionary death of Christ.
 Our sin produced a debt—death—but the price was paid on Calvary, and through faith in Jesus Christ, we have been set free.

How do we know that we are truly saved? Look to the root of our faith—the truth; look to the fruit of our faith—our growing trust and the evidence of faith, hope, and love; and look to the triumph of our faith in that we have been rescued, replanted, and redeemed.

So much talk in this world is negative and destructive. We need an encouraging word, and that is what we get from God’s Word. 
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