Simply Christ in a Syncretistic Culture #7

“Focus, Focus, Focus”

Colossians 3:1-4

I need your attention, please.

How many times do we hear that statement, or something similar? Seems like a simple enough request, though in our culture it may be more difficult to gain the attention of others. 

Focus is essential for success in a number of fields. From the first day of tee-ball, baseball players are told, “Keep your eye on the ball!” In golf the idea is to keep your eye not on the ball but on the tee (as I have struggled with learning lately). In an article entitled, “Three Keys to Business Success: Focus, Focus, Focus,” Chip Paucek writes, “It’s hard to resist new things, new ideas, new services. But taking your eye off your core is a surefire path to disaster.”

Such a lack of focus can also bring disaster spiritually as well. We read in Matthew 14:22-31 how the disciples were struggling in a boat during a storm. Jesus came to them in the middle of the night, walking on the water. Peter recognized Jesus and asked if he could walk out toward Him. Jesus consented, and Peter walked on the water, as long as he kept his focus on the Lord. But when he looked away to the wind and the waves, he began to sink. 

In Colossians 3, Paul calls for the young Christians to focus. In the first two chapters of the letter, Paul has established a very firm theology about Christ. As chapter three begins, take note of the word “since.” This serves as a hinge between the statements of the truth he has made and the implications of the truth for Christian living.

Our text for this evening is Colossians 3:1-4,

Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. 

Fritz Ridenour writes, “These four little verses just might be one of the most important passages in all the New Testament.”
 Why? These four verses point to the believer’s union with Christ as the root principle of the whole Christian life.
 The phrase “with Christ” or “with Him” appears throughout this text. As we focus on who we are “with Christ,” we will discover the key to living the Christian life. 

Set Your Affections

The first step is to set your affections. Verse one states, “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God.” Two parallel commands constitute the heart of this brief paragraph: “set your hearts on things above” and ”set your minds on things above.”
 Some see this as just parallelism, a mere repetition for emphasis. But I believe Paul meant a distinction between the heart—the emotions—and the mind—the intellect. First we are to set our hearts on things above.

In the King James Version, the first word of verse one is “if.” This does not mean that Paul’s readers might not have been “raised with Christ”; for all of us, as believers, are identified with Christ in death, burial, resurrection, and ascension. The word “since” gives the truer meaning of the word. Our exalted position in Christ is not a hypothetical thing, or a goal for which we strive. It is an accomplished fact.

In the original Greek, Paul uses the term ei, the particle of a fulfilled condition, followed by the indicative mode. It is, “In view of the fact, therefore, that you were raised with Christ.” Paul bases his exhortation to seek those things which are above, not on an unfulfilled hypothetical case, but upon a fulfilled condition. The people to whom he was writing, were saved.

The past fact Paul points to is that they have been “raised with Christ,” something dramatized in baptism. Verse three mentions, “for you died,” also depicted in baptism. On every occasion when they recalled their baptism and its meaning, they ought to be impressed afresh with the reality of their participation in Christ’s death and resurrection, and draw the logical and practical conclusions.

To set the heart on (Greek zēteite; literally, “seek” as in the King James Version) things above is to desire and to strive for those things. It is to see to it that one’s interests are centered in Christ, that one’s attitudes, ambitions, and whole outlook on life are molded by Christ’s relation to the believer, and that one’s allegiance to him takes precedence over all earthly allegiances. The verb is a present imperative, suggesting a continuing action: “Keep on seeking.”

How do we go this? Believers “seek the things above” by deliberately and daily committing ourselves to the values of the heavenly kingdom and living out of those values.
 Jesus said in Luke 12:34, “For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” This doesn’t mean that Christians do not go on with work or maintain normal relationships. But there will be this difference—from now on we view everything against the background of eternity and no longer live as if this world was all that mattered.

Set Your Attention

The second step is to set your attention. Verse two says, “Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.” This deals with the mind—the intellect. The old cliché says, “You are what you eat.” Even more true is: “You are what you think.”
 I like how The Living Bible paraphrases this: “Let heaven fill your thoughts; don’t spend your time worrying about things down here.” Paul urges those who have been “raised up with Christ” to direct their minds upward, “seeking the things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.”
 J. B. Lightfoot commented, “You must not only seek heaven; you must also think heaven.”

But how do we do it? The secret is found here: this literally reads, “Habitually set your mind—your attention—on things above, not on things on the earth.” Our feet must be on earth, but our minds must be in heaven. This is not to suggest that we become “so heavenly minded that we are no earthly good.” It means further that we look at earth from heaven’s point of view.
 Paul is precise in his command: “Set your minds on things that are above” and keep it that way. Implicit here is the idea of concentration, or focus.

Look at the practicality! Paul has established that Christ is the preeminent One, the One above all the affairs of this life. Because many things in life try to drag us down, he basically says, “Now, focus on Christ. Seek the things that please and honor Him, and with God’s help, you’ll be able to handle whatever life throws at you.”
 This requires a deliberate act of the will. We set our minds on taking a vacation. We set our minds on buying an object. We set our minds on finishing a project. We can set our minds on “the things that are above.”
 Paul knew that we become what we think about; our goals shape our priorities.
 To concentrate the mind on the character of Jesus Christ is to begin on earth to reflect the very life of heaven.

Aim then at what is above, says Paul; set your minds on that and let it give character to your outlook on everything. The Gnostics also believed in aiming at what was above. They were seriously concerned with living on a higher plane than this mundane one. But Paul has in mind a higher plane than theirs. Go for the higher things—higher things than the principalities and powers which dominate the planetary spheres, for Christ has ascended far above these. Don’t let your ambitions be earthbound, set on transitory and inferior objects. Don’t look at life and the universe from the standpoint of these lower planes; look at them from Christ’s exalted standpoint.

Set Your Allegiance

The third step is to set your allegiance. We read in verses 3-4, “For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.” 
We associate the word “allegiance” with patriotism, how we feel about our country. And there is nothing wrong with having allegiance to our nation. But we have a higher homeland, as Paul describes this in Philippians 3:20-21, “But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body to be like his glorious body, by the power that enables him even to subject all things to himself.”
There is an old song that says,

This world is not my home

I’m just a passin’ through,

My treasures are laid up

Somewhere beyond the blue

The angels beckon me from heaven’s open door

And I can’t feel at home in this world anymore.

We don’t hear it much anymore, though. Somehow it doesn’t fit in with our culture. Today the emphasis is on this world, society’s ills, man’s hang-ups. Heaven can wait.
 And, sadly, this mentality has crept into the church as well.

Paul calls us to a higher allegiance, based on the past and future history of all true believers. Our past is given in verse 3: “For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God.” Our future is described in verse 4: “When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.”

First, we died with Christ. The fullest explanation of this truth is found in Romans 6-8. Christ not only died for us (substitution), but we died with Him (identification). Christ not only died for sin, bearing its penalty; but He died unto sin, breaking its power. Because we are “in Christ” through the work of the Holy Spirit, we died with Christ. This means that we can have victory over the old sin nature that wants to control us. As Romans 6:2 asks, “How shall we, that are dead to sin, live any longer therein?”

The full verse reads, “For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.” The phrase, “hidden with Christ” is a play on the familiar Greek phrase “hidden in the earth,” used for a person who is dead and buried. The Christian who has died spiritually is hidden in Christ. But the implication probably means something further. The Gnostics took great pride in their possession of hidden mysteries of God. They claimed hidden books of wisdom, esoteric, understood by only the initiated few. What Paul may have meant was that the hidden secret of life in Christ belonged to the Christians. Through their death with Christ, they had found the secret of the resurrected life of power and victory.

The false teachers called their books of so-called wisdom apokruphoi, the books that were hidden from all except from those who were initiated. (This is very similar to the term “apocrypha,” those books not included in the inspired Scriptures.) Now the word which Paul uses to say that our lives are hidden with Christ in God is part of the verb apokruptein, from which the adjective apokruphos comes. Undoubtedly the one word would suggest the other. It is as if Paul said, “For you the treasures of wisdom are hidden in your secret books; for us Christ is the treasury of wisdom and we are hidden in him.”

That leads to the second truth, we live in Christ. Christ is our life. Eternal life is not some heavenly substance that God imparts when we, as sinners, trust the Saviour. Eternal life is Jesus Christ Himself. We are dead and alive at the same time—dead to sin and alive in Christ.
 The word “life” is zōē, here, the resurrection life which the saint enjoys. It is the eternal life given him as the motivating energy and directive agent of the new kind of life he lives, together with that life lived out.

“Christ your life.” The apostle who could say in Philippians 1:21, “For to me to live is Christ,” does not think of this as something which is true of himself alone. Christ is the life of all those who are united to him by faith, members of his body.
 If we’re associated with Christ’s death and resurrection, we’re also associated with His victorious ascension to the right hand of God. We’re spiritually united with Him, and our thoughts and attitudes should be constantly drawn upward, not downward. And if we’re associated with Him in His death, resurrection, and ascension, our minds should also anticipate the next stage in the work of Christ—His return.

We need to ask ourselves some tough questions. To what degree does eternity influence the way you live? Does it affect your thoughts, words, attitudes, and actions? More specifically, to what extent do thoughts of your eternal destiny motivate you to please God more than man?
 We have sung “Turn your eyes upon Jesus,” and yet the things of earth have not grown strangely dim for most of us. That’s why we miss the victory!
 A worldly focus will drag us deeper into the mire, but an upward focus—a focus on Christ’s values and loves—will lift us out of it.
 We need to keep talking to ourselves and reminding ourselves of who we are. Only then will we behave accordingly.
 Victorious resurrection living could be realized through a conscious, habitual pattern of thought and attitude of heart.

Focus, focus, focus! We need to set our affections, set our attention, and set our allegiance on our heavenly home, which will actually make us more earthly good.
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