Simply Christ in a Syncretistic Culture #8

“What to Wear (and What Not to Wear)”

Colossians 3:5-14

We may say, “Clothes don’t make a man,” or “Don’t judge a book by it’s cover,” but the truth is, we do care about what we wear. The average American spends $1,800 a year on clothes.
 Those with children know the challenge of keeping up with growth spurts, while others may be constantly keeping up with the latest fashions and trends. (Obviously, I am not one of those!)

My message tonight is entitled, “What to Wear (and What Not to Wear).” No, I am not addressing proper attire while attending church, or anywhere else, for that matter. We will be looking into Colossians chapter three, where Paul speaks of taking off, putting on, and even “clothing” ourselves.

Paul describes the Christian life-style in the vivid imagery of clothing. The admonition, “clothe yourselves,” is the key to the whole passage. The Scriptures use this expression often. Jesus told His disciples in Luke 24:49 they would be “clothed with power from on high.” Peter challenged the Christians in 1 Peter 5:5 to “clothe yourselves with humility toward one another.” In the Old Testament the term means to be enveloped by a quality. In 2 Chronicles 6:41 the people are called to be “clothed with salvation,” Job 37:22 said God was clothed with “terrible majesty.” The Psalmist said to God in Psalm 104:1, “You are clothed with honor and majesty”; and described the wicked in Psalm 109:18 as clothed with cursing as his coat. 

Building on this mode of expression, Paul admonishes the Colossians to put on the Savior, to clothe themselves with Christ. In Ephesians and Thessalonians, he talks about putting on the armor of Christ and enumerates the Christian virtues. What he means in these passages, and here in Colossians, was that we are to become so possessed by the indwelling mind of Christ that our thoughts, feelings, expressions, and actions not only will resemble, but reproduce the life He lived and now lives in us.
 In Paul’s writing, theology is always followed by a call to live it out. For Paul, doctrine demands duty; creed determines conduct; facts demand acts.

What to Put Off

Paul begins with what to put off, which makes sense since we are born as sinners. Our clothes (using his imagery) are dirty from the outset; these must be taken off before we put clean clothes on.

Reading from Colossians 3:5-11,

Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. Because of these, the wrath of God is coming. You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all.

Paul begins this paragraph with “put to death,” whereas two verses earlier he wrote, “for you died…” So, which is it? Are we dead to sin, or must we put sin to death in our lives? I am tempted to answer by saying, “Yes!” meaning that both are true, but in reality, we should understand this to mean, “become what you are,” or “let the old self— which has died in Christ—be dead.” Ultimately, then, the imperative “put to death” in this verse must be viewed as a call to respond to, and cooperate with, the transforming power that is already operative within us.

Verse five says to “put to death”; verse eight uses the phrase, “put off,” with the idea of the removal of garments—not the dropping of something beautiful or useful but stripping off dirty clothes that clings, a true picture of the tenacity of sin.
 Hebrews 12:1 uses the same Greek word: “let us strip off every weight that slows us down, especially the sin that so easily trips us up” (nlt). 

The sins Paul lists here can be categorized into three groups: sensuality, including four practices that we are to consider our bodies to be “dead to”: “immorality, impurity, passion, [and] evil desire.” The term immorality is a translation of the Greek word porneia, a general term for sexual immorality of any kind. “Impurity” refers to anything that is unwholesome, unclean, and corrupting. This includes anything that pollutes our minds—inappropriate or suggestive images. Moving inside, “passion” and “evil desire” have to do with dwelling on immoral or impure things—coddling unwholesome desires, obsessing over illicit cravings, and longing for things that are forbidden to Christians. These sensual thoughts and behaviors are disastrous to a healthy Christian life.

Second, Paul tells us to get rid of materialism. This includes greed, which Paul identifies as idolatry. Greed is the driving desire to have more…and more…and MORE—a desire that can never be satiated. If you let greed get a foothold, it won’t be long before you’re worshiping and serving the very things you thought would satisfy you. Richard Foster pulls no punches when he writes, “Compulsive extravagance is a modern mania. The contemporary lust for ‘more, more, more’ is clearly psychotic; it has completely lost touch with reality.”

Such materialism is equated to idolatry by Paul. The Greek word pleonexia denotes not merely the desire to possess more than one has, but more than one ought to have, especially that which belongs to someone else. This inordinate desire can become the ruling passion of a person’s life. It is idolatry because it involves the setting of one’s affections on earthly things and not on things above, and therefore the putting of some other object of desire in the place God should occupy in His people’s hearts.

In fact, coveting—violating the tenth commandment—leads to the breaking of many other commandments. A covetous person will dishonor God, take God’s name in vain, lie, steal, and commit every other sin in order to satisfy his sinful desires.
 An example of this is seen in Ahab and Jezebel taking Naboth’s vineyard in 1 Kings 21, beginning with coveting the vineyard and ending up with false witness, taking God’s name in vain, murder, and theft.

Whatever I put my trust in, I worship. Sadly, materialism is the true religion of thousands of confessing Christians today. There is a sense in which covetousness is even more dangerous than sensuality, because it has so many respectable forms.

That’s the world in which we live. Enough is never enough. A promotion is never high enough. A salary is never large enough. Things are never plentiful enough. So we end up worshiping those things that utterly fail to bring us lasting contentment or pleasure. We are a very spoiled people—and very deceived. The more we have, the more we want. We need to get rid of such out-of-control materialism.

Third, Paul tells us to get rid of negative emotionalism. This includes anger, rage, malice, slander, abusive speech, and lying. In short, we need to set aside uncontrolled negative emotions. And this involves not only the sudden, angry outbursts in which we lose our cool and say things that shouldn’t be said but also the long, quiet, stewing, seething, lingering bitterness that devours us from within. Christians seeking to live a new life in Christ need to stop the habits of uncontrolled temper, fits of rage, verbal abuse, malicious behavior, and hurtful, deceptive speech.

It is clear from these verses that desires lead to deeds, appetites lead to actions. If we would purify our actions, then we must first purify our minds and hearts. What we desire usually determines what we do.
 

Many Christians tend to concentrate on the first list—sensuality—while not giving the others much notice. Christian communities that would be appalled at the slightest sexual irregularity but which are nests of malicious intrigue, backbiting, gossip and bad temper, and, conversely, of others where people are so concerned to live in untroubled harmony with each other that they tolerate flagrant immorality. The gospel, however, leaves no room for behaviour of either sort.

Before we move on to what we should wear, I want to include verse 11: “Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all.” We need to put off all forms of prejudice as well.
It is not only the old sinful habits and attitudes that are done away with in this new creation. The barriers that divided human beings from one another are done away with as well. There were racial barriers, like that between Gentile and Jew; this was also a religious barrier, as the reference to circumcision and uncircumcision indicates. There were cultural barriers, which divided Greeks and barbarians—or, in the circumstances of the first century a.d., divided those outside the pale of Greco-Roman civilization, like the Scythians, from those within. There were social barriers, such as that between slaves and free persons. Outside the Christian fellowship those barriers stood as high as ever, and there were Christians on the one side and on the other. From the viewpoint of the old order these Christians were classified in terms of their position on this side or that of the barriers. But within the community of the new creation—“in Christ”—these barriers were irrelevant; indeed, they had no existence. Where cultural differences exist, the gospel ignores them. The gospel overrides cultural frontiers; they have no place in the Christian church.

We need to see this in today’s churches as well. Wherever one looks, one sees Christ. When an elderly person is ignored, Christ is ignored; where a lively teenager is snubbed, Jesus is snubbed; where a person is treated with contempt because of his ethnic or economic status, the reproach falls on Christ. There must therefore be mutual welcome and respect within the people of God. Nobody must allow prejudices to distort the new humanity God has created. The letter to Philemon—written at the same time as this letter of Colossians—again provides a good example of this theology put into practice.

What to Put On

Paul turns in verse ten to what to put on: “and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator.” As Warren Wiersbe puts it, Paul goes from telling his readers to put off the “graveclothes” of sin and the old life, and to put on the “graceclothes” of holiness and the new life in Christ.

One result of the putting on of the new man, according to verse ten, is a new knowledge. The “knowledge,” the Greek word gnōsis, that was held out to the Colossians was a distorted and imperfect thing in comparison with the true knowledge accessible to those who, through their union with Christ, had been transformed by the renewing of their minds. This true knowledge was, in short, nothing less than the knowledge of God in Christ, the highest knowledge to which human beings can aspire.

Believe it or not, this Gnosticism of the first century is alive and well in the twenty-first century. Available at Amazon are such current books as Gnosticism: New Light on the Ancient Tradition of Inner Knowing, by Stephan A Hoeller; How to Think Like a Gnostic, by Jeremy Puma; and The Gnostic Bible: Revised and Expanded Edition, by Willis Barnstone.

Another book, Living Gnosticism: An Ancient Way of Knowing by Jordan Stratford, is described this way:

Twenty-two centuries ago in Alexandria, a sect of philosopher-poets fashioned a myth the strands of which weave through Christianity, Judaism, Islam and Greek philosophy, and inspired the legends of the Holy Grail. Long banished to the realm of notorious heresy, the myths of the Gnostics took root in the fertile imagination of the nineteenth century's artistic movements and esoteric circles, bearing fruit in the daily spiritual practice of thousands today. In 1945, a library of Gnostic writings surfaced form the Egyptian desert, allowing the movement--after 1500 years of propaganda and slander--to speak with its own voice. Rich in imagery, nostalgic in tone, Gnosticism quietly restores Wisdom to her place as a Goddess in Western religion, reveres Eve as the first saint, and acknowledges Mary Magdelene as foremost of the Apostles.

In no way do I endorse any of these books! But you should know that this same heresy the apostles fought against two thousand years ago are around today.

Back to our text, in verses 12-14 we read,

Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.
Having taken off the shabby clothes appropriate for the old age, the Colossians are to be fitted out with beautiful new robes, appropriate for their new position.
 The Greek verb behind have taken off (apekdyomai) is the same verb that Paul used in Colossians 2:15 to describe God’s “stripping” of the power of the powers and authorities, and, significantly, is close to the noun used in Colossians 2:11 to refer to the “stripping off” (apekdysei) of the sinful nature that takes place in “Christian circumcision.”

But we cannot stop with the “putting off,” or else we would be going around naked! Paul goes on to show what to wear: “compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.” (Sounds a lot like the fruit of the Spirit, does it not?) Forgiveness is another spiritual garment to wear. The final garment to be put on is love itself, which will hold the rest in place: “and over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.” Paul envisions a man dressing his body with the flowing garments of the day; and then it occurs to the man that as beautiful and fine as his garments are, they can never be worn with comfort or grace until they are held in place by a belt. So he adds the belt: “love.”

This putting off of the old and putting on of the new took place at the moment the Colossian sinner put his faith in Christ.
 This clothing imagery is a figure of speech that has been associated with the first-century practice of wearing new garments at one’s baptism.

So we have Heaven’s wardrobe from the hand of the Ultimate Tailor. It is revealing to note that all of these garments were perfectly worn by Christ. Therefore, when we put on these “graceclothes,” we are putting on a family resemblance to Christ.

One other fact about this wardrobe: all these garments can be worn only in community with others, in relationships. How tempting to think that these garments would be so much easier to wear if we did not have to wear them among people. How much easier to think about compassion than to do it. How much easier to be kind when we are away from mean people. It would be far easier to put on “humility” and “meekness” if we were not being jostled by the proud and assertive. How much easier “patience” is in isolation. But that is not the way it works! Christians become better Christians in community, in their families, among their associates, in their dorms, in their churches, where there is sweat and breath. The truth is: the very things we may think are keeping us from putting on these garments are the things that make possible their wearing. “Put on” is a present imperative: “Put them on and keep putting them on.”

And so Paul takes us through “What to Wear” and “What Not to Wear” as Christians. We need to strip off the dirty clothes of sin and put on the clean clothes of the Spirit. We do not have to do this on our own—in fact, we can’t—but we do have a share of responsibility. As we read in Titus 2:11-12

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age.

Yes, it is the grace of God that does it, but His grace teaches us to say “no” to sin and “yes” to Him. We still have our will, and we must exercise our will in a way that pleases Him.

Do we need a change of clothes…or perhaps a whole new wardrobe?
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