Simply Christ in a Syncretistic Culture #6

“The Best Defense…”

Colossians 2:8-23

Complete this phrase: “The best defense is…”

Sports fans immediately respond, “…a good offense.” That axiom has been around for years, and still debated by the so-called experts in various sports. But there are other possible answers as well:

“The best defense is knowledge.”

“The best defense is prevention.”

“The best defense is preparedness.”

All of these have elements of truth, though I don’t know if any are complete in and of themselves. 

What about for the Christian? What is the best defense against the syncretistic culture of our times, where everything is acceptable…except true Christianity? One of the most difficult challenges for Christians in every age is to remain in vital union with Christ in the midst of cultural religion. Every nation and community has its values, beliefs and practices that contradict the lordship of Christ and our absolute loyalty to Him. Christians have always been distinguished for daring to follow Christ and not the distorted, distracting ideas in a culture of what life is to be. The pressure to conform is often unbearable and painful.

The first-century Colossians had a particularly difficult time. They were being threatened on all sides. On one side were the legalists, telling them that spiritual growth was measured by adherence to a list of do’s and don’ts. On another side were the liberals who told them that freedom in Christ meant freedom to do whatever they wanted…even sin! Off on another side were those who claimed that the deeper life could only be achieved by cutting yourself off from anything pleasurable or good; the more miserable you were, the more godly you were.

In our text this evening, Paul gives his readers the best defense against a culture pulling them away from the truth.

Recognizing the Falsehood of the Culture

The first step is recognizing the falsehood of the culture. Paul writes in verse 8, “See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.” The phrase “takes you captive” is a startling one in Greek. This image is not of people falling into a trap, but of being snatched and dragged off, as in the kidnapping of a child. It’s a violent and sobering image, intended to shock the Colossians to attention.
 The false teachers did not go out and win the lost, no more than the cultists do today. They “kidnapped” converts from churches!
 Someone was out to capture the Colossians’ allegiance. These plausible teachers may say that they come to bring Christians new liberties but, says Paul in effect, don’t go near them if you value your spiritual freedom.

How would they take these Christians captive? Through “hollow and deceptive philosophy.” It’s important to note that the Gnosticism that likely threatened the baby Christians in Colosse was probably some sort of combination of selected Christian teachings and pagan mysticism, held together with a heavy dose of Platonic philosophy, and all of it badly twisted and distorted. In other words, the false teachers in Colosse were not only bad theologians and questionable scholars, but they were also terrible philosophers!
 They were perfect examples of how Ravi Zacharias once defined secular philosophy as, “a blind man in a dark room with no windows, looking for a black cat that isn’t there.”
We must first understand that Paul was not putting down philosophy. Philosophy simply means “love of wisdom.” Everything that had to do with theories about God, the world, and the meaning of human life was called philosophy, both in the pagan and Jewish schools of the day. Both Judaism and Christianity are philosophical because they make holistic claims about the nature of reality and set values to guide life. What Paul was warning against was a dangerous philosophy made up of both elements of Judaism and Greek Gnosticism.
 Paul does not condemn philosophy as such, but a philosophy of this kind—one which seduces believers from the simplicity of their faith in Christ.

This empty philosophy “depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.” Human tradition includes those things that make logical sense, but do not appear in Scripture. Such things as, “God helps those who help themselves;” or, “Self-expression is the only way to self-realization;” or “Our worth is determined by our productivity;” or “What the mind can conceive, the mind can achieve if the mind will believe.”
 I often chuckle when I hear someone who thinks they are quoting Scripture when they are really quoting Ben Franklin or Mark Twain (neither of whom claimed to be Christian)!

Paul then mentions “the basic principles of this world.” The Greek term means “one of a row or series.” It had several meanings: (1) the elementary sounds or letters, the ABCs; (2) the basic elements of the universe, as in atoms and molecules in physics; or (3) the basic elements of knowledge, the ABCs of some system. But in ancient Greece, this word also meant “the elemental spirits of the universe, the angels that influenced the heavenly bodies.” It was part of the vocabulary of the religious astrology of that day.

The Gnostics believed that the angels and the heavenly bodies influenced people’s lives. Paul’s warnings to the Colossians about “new moon” and other religious practices determined by the calendar may be related to this gnostic teaching, though the Jewish people also watched the calendar. One thing is certain: such teachings about demons and angels were not a part of true Christian doctrine. If anything, such teachings were satanic.

The fact that this teaching is not after Christ is sufficient to warn us against horoscopes, astral charts, Ouija boards, and other spiritist practices. The whole zodiac system is contrary to the teaching of the Word of God. The Christian who dabbles in mysticism and the occult is only asking for trouble.
 Deuteronomy 18:9-12 clearly states,

When you enter the land the Lord your God is giving you, do not learn to imitate the detestable ways of the nations there. Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son or daughter in the fire, who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead. Anyone who does these things is detestable to the Lord, and because of these detestable practices the Lord your God will drive out those nations before you.

We are not to accept or accommodate the cultural practices that violate God’s word. Some may even sound biblical, but they are not. When a person does not know the doctrines of the Christian faith, he can easily be captured by false religions.
 This leads us to our next point.

Remembering the Facts about Christ

The second step in our defense is remembering the facts about Christ. Paul writes in verses 9-10, “For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been given fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority.” 

As a defense against this two-pronged attack by the malicious false teachers, Paul again turns the focus to Jesus Christ. In a powerful theological statement concerning the person of Christ, Paul affirms, “In Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form.” This means that Jesus Christ is God incarnate. He is fully divine and fully human. He is undiminished Deity—including all the attributes, power, glory, honor, and authority of Deity—united with perfect humanity. A single dose of the doctrine of the Incarnation would instantly cure the disease of Christ-denying heresy.

Twice Paul uses the word “fullness,” a common word in this letter. First he uses it about Christ—“In Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in body form”—and second he uses it about us—“you have been given fullness in Christ.” 

We have seen the word “fullness” (pleroma) before. It means “the sum total of all that God is, all of His being and attributes.” This word was used by the Gnostics, but they did not give it the same meaning as did Paul. To them, the pleroma was the source of all the “emanations” through which men could come to God. The highest point in gnostic religious experience was to share in the pleroma. Now, the remarkable thing is found in the next verse: every believer shares that fullness! The tense of the Greek verb indicates that this fullness is a permanent experience. Dr. Kenneth Wuest’s very literal Expanded Translation reads, “And you are in Him, having been completely filled full with the present result that you are in a state of fullness.”
 Kent Hughes illustrates this truth:

My wife and I once stood on the shore of the vast Pacific Ocean—two finite dots alongside a seemingly infinite expanse. As we stood there, we reflected that if I were to take a pint jar and allow the ocean to rush into it, in an instant my jar would be filled with the fullness of the Pacific. But I could never put the fullness of the Pacific Ocean into my jar! Thinking of Christ, we realize that because he is infinite, he can hold all the fullness of Deity. And whenever one of us finite creatures dips the tiny vessel of our life into him, we instantly become full of his fullness.

I am reminded of 2 Peter 1:3, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory.” Did you catch that: “everything we need”? Through the Holy Spirit, we lack nothing for life and godliness! We have His fullness within!

When a person is born again into the family of God, he is born complete in Christ. His spiritual growth is not by addition, but by nutrition. He grows from the inside out. Nothing needs to be added to Christ because He already is the very fullness of God. What else does he need?

How do we acquire this fullness? Paul explains in verses 11-12, though the acts of circumcision and baptism. 

In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. 

Since most (if not all) of the Colossian Christians were Gentile in background, circumcision here is not meant literally. But Paul associates circumcision with baptism, in that both were outward, physical actions representing inward, spiritual realities. Both have to do with this concept of being “in Christ.”

Being “in Christ” means that we share in what was accomplished through His death. By believing, we participate in His death, burial, and resurrection and receive the eternal benefits of His work in a new covenant relationship with God. We died to our former way of life when we turned from our sins, and we rose to a new lifestyle when we pledged to live as disciples of Christ in the new covenant community of the Spirit. These actions were symbolized by baptism.

Water baptism by immersion is a picture of this spiritual experience. When a person is saved, he is immediately baptized by the Spirit into the body of Christ and identified with the Head, Jesus Christ. This identification means that whatever happened to Christ also happened to us. When He died, we died with Him. When He was buried, we were buried. When He arose again, we arose with Him—and we left the graveclothes of the old life behind.
 F. F. Bruce concludes, “If only they called to mind their baptism, and all that was involved and implied in it, they would be delivered from such inconsistent syncretism.”
 Remembering the facts about Christ, and what He has done for us, is an essential part of our defense against a syncretistic culture.

Verses 14-15 remind us of what Christ did for us on the cross:

When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross. And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.

From death to life. From debt to forgiveness. From defeat to victory. 

Through Christ’s death, God made us alive spiritually. He forgave us all our sins—past, present, and future—canceling the written code. The word rendered  “canceled” is exaleipho, meaning, “to wipe off, wipe away, obliterate, erase.”
 The accusations against us have been wiped away, never to be restored against us. And He defeated the very powers and authorities the Gnostics were worshiping! You and I share in His victory over the devil. We need not worry about the elemental forces that govern the planets and try to influence men’s lives. The satanic armies of principalities and powers are defeated and disgraced! As we claim the victory of Christ, use the armor He has provided for us, and trust Him, we are free from the influence of the devil.

Remember the facts about Christ. He is fully divine, the second person of the Godhead in a human body. His death on the cross paid the debt for all our sin, and His resurrection brought us eternal life. Jesus Christ is all we need!

Resisting the Force to Conform

The third step of defense is resisting the force to conform. Beginning in verse 16,

16 Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. 17 These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ. 18 Do not let anyone who delights in false humility and the worship of angels disqualify you for the prize. Such a person goes into great detail about what he has seen, and his unspiritual mind puffs him up with idle notions. 19 He has lost connection with the Head, from whom the whole body, supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to grow. 

20 Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules: 21 “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!”? 22 These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on human commands and teachings. 23 Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.
In 2:11-15 Paul emphasized the vertical aspect of Christ’s person and work in securing forgiveness and liberation for those who trust in Him alone for salvation. In 2:16-23, Paul turns to the horizontal features of this salvation. He begins verse 16 with the conjunction therefore, pointing to the connection between the practical application that follows and the theological discussion of salvation just outlined. From here to the end of the chapter, Paul focuses his attention on three lingering threats to Christian freedom: legalism, mysticism, and asceticism.
 The syncretistic culture was pressuring the Colossian Christians to conform to their way of thinking. Paul strongly instructs them to resist this pressure in three ways:

“Let No One Judge You”: A Warning against Legalism (vv. 16, 17)

“Let No One Disqualify You”: A Warning against Mysticism (vv. 18, 19)

“Let No One Enslave You”: A Warning against Asceticism (vv. 20-23)

Legalism always involves man-made rules and regulations enforced through guilt and shame. Legalists portray God as a severe judge ready to pounce at every infraction—and the leaders and teachers among the legalists have deputized themselves as God’s agents to make sure everybody toes the line.

The person who judges a believer because that believer is not living under certain laws is really judging Jesus Christ. He is saying that Christ did not finish the work of salvation on the cross, and that we must add something to it. He is also saying that Jesus Christ is not sufficient for all the spiritual needs of the Christian. The false teachers in Colosse were claiming a “deeper spiritual life” for all who would practice this legalism. Outwardly, their practices seemed to be spiritual; but in actual fact, these practices accomplished nothing spiritual.

The vivid contrast in verse 17 is between a shadow (defined by the dictionary as “unsubstantial”) and the substance, real and solid. This remarkable phrase is found also in Hebrews 10:1, a book very close in sympathy with Colossians. An important aim of the writer to the Hebrews is to dissuade his readers, many of whom were converted Jews, from hankering after the old forms of their religion, and persuade them to recognize the substantial and ultimate realities they now possess in their risen and ascended Lord.

So, “what was to come” is Christ. In Paul’s fine phrase, “the substance belongs to Christ.” In Him is to be found all spiritual reality and fulfilment foreshadowed in the Old Testament. To discover all that God has for his people in these last days one must be in Christ. And that is all.

Besides facing the threat of legalism, the Colossians also had to contend with mysticism. Fledgling Gnostic heresies thrived on speculations, spiritual experiences, and encounters with the invisible realm. Paul warns against those who sought to rob believers of their freedom by parading their own “self-abasement.” These individuals projected a phony humility, claiming to have become the chosen channel of special revelations. All the while they used their feigned encounters with “the other side” to inflate their own egos and puff up their reputations as prophets and seers.

These frauds had strayed so far from the centrality of Jesus Christ that they were even promoting “the worship of the angels”! As these mystics turned the spotlight on themselves and their own fictitious revelations, they drew attention away from Jesus Christ and did damage to His body, the church.

Verse 18 states, “Do not let anyone who delights in false humility and worship of angels disqualify you.” The word for disqualify is katabrabeuo. It means to “act as an umpire or a judge” against someone.
 It is an athletic term: the umpire disqualifies the contestant because he has not obeyed the rules. The contestant does not cease to be a citizen of the land, but he forfeits the honor of winning a prize. A Christian who fails to obey God’s directions does not lose his salvation. But he does lose the approval of the Lord and the rewards He has promised to those who are faithful.

Having confronted the threats of legalism and mysticism, Paul concludes this section with a sound rejection of asceticism. This believed that the soul could be purified by a harsh discipline of the body. It is associated with a dualistic view of humanity, in which the good, spiritual part of a person is trapped in the wicked, physical part (the body). Until a person escapes the prison of the flesh through death, they must punish the body, beating it into submission so the soul can thrive.

The ascetics who were threatening the Colossians were trying to enslave unsuspecting saints with man-made decrees like “Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch!” These rules led to “self-abasement and severe treatment of the body,” but they did nothing to deliver them from sinful desires. Such principles had no foundation in the teachings of Jesus or the apostles. Their asceticism was propped up by “the appearance of wisdom in self-made religion,” that is, by sophisticated arguments that supported human traditions that were set forth as being from the mouth of God.

The reality is this: “in [Christ] the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily,” and in him we have been made full. But we can lose the benefits of that fullness very easily. We can fall to legalism and its self-righteousness, joylessness, and judgmentalism. We can succumb to mysticism and develop a proud, elitist spirit that contributes nothing to true worship. We can get into asceticism, thinking it will make us more holy, when actually it will feed our flesh.

The answer to legalism is the continual realization of the grace of Christ. The answer to mysticism is an understanding of how profoundly we are related to Christ. The answer to asceticism is the reckoning that we have died, been buried, and are resurrected with Christ. The answer is where it all began: at the foot of the cross.

When false teachers lead people astray, they take them down one or both of these paths: a neglect or rejection of Scripture, or a diminishing or dethronement of Christ. They’ll divert you from a careful, faithful, personal study of the Word of God and distract you from the honor, worship, and obedience due to the Lord Jesus. To live forgiven and free, you need to keep your feet firmly planted on the unshakable foundation of Scripture and your heart and mind focused on the person and work of Christ. In Christ we’re fully forgiven and forever free. Let’s live like it!

The best defense against a syncretistic culture is simply Christ. Remember who He is and what He has done, reject the pressure to add to His completed work, and relax in the grace of God, growing in that grace and the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ!
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