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Introduction


Warnings are a part of daily life.  Every day we encounter warnings of various kinds.  From labels on bottles of medicine and household products, to tools, electronic devices, and road signs.  You cannot live life without these warnings.


Warnings are also a matter of life and death.  For instance, young parents should be warned that no matter how carefully you watch your children, it is possible for them to try to eat a dishwasher tablet, spray pepper spray and then rub it in their eyes, eat a very powerful iron tablet, and swallow a marble.  As a result, you can be on a first name basis with the poison control center operator.


Our spiritual lives also have their dangers and warnings.  These warnings are also a matter of life and death spiritually.  For nearly two chapters, Paul has been battling the false teachers that had invaded the Colossian church, and warning the Colossian believer’s of their false doctrine.  


These false teachers were telling the believers that Jesus Christ was not sufficient, that they needed something more.  The something more that they were offering was a mixture of pagan philosophy, Jewish legalism, mysticism, and asceticism.  The false teachers were attempting to bring these christians under human regulations.


To consider these regulations that were trying to be imposed as necessary would undermine the work of Jesus Christ.  If human effort is effective, the work of Christ is unneccessary.  Paul wrote the Colossians to refute that false teaching and to present the absolute sufficiency of Jesus Christ for salvation and sanctification. 


In Colossians 2:16-23, Paul warns us against these enemies of the Spirit Filled Life.  His response is pointed.  He tells us that if we are to enjoy our fullness in Jesus Christ, we must not let the false teachers judge us, disqualify us, or enslave us simply because we don’t follow their instructions.  

I.  Don’t Let Them Judge You.  (vs.16-17)

A.   The Basis Of Our Freedom.  (vs.16)
1. “Therefore let no one pass judgment on you”

2. This warning exposes the danger of legalism.

3. Human nature thrives in religious duties.

4. The believing Gentiles never were under the Law of Moses since that Law was given only to Israel (Rom.9:4).

5. It seems strange that now that they were Christians they would want to submit themselves to Jewish legalism.

6. therefore - refers to vs.10-16; reminds us that the person and work of Jesus Christ is the basis of our freedom.

7. Verse 14 reminds us that Jesus Christ cancelled the debt and dominion of the law.

8. Romans 6:14 (ESV) - “For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace.”

9. We are not under the law, we are under grace.

10. Grace is to rule our lives.

11. judge - present tense; indicates that the false teachers were constantly criticizing the lack of legal conformity within the church.

12. The person who judges a believer because that believer is not living under Jewish 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.
B.   The Bondage Of Legalism.  (vs.16)

· Legalism - The religion of human achievement.  It argues that spirituality is based on Christ plus human works.  It makes conformity to man-made rules the measure of spirituality.

· Charles Swindoll - “trying to force my personal list of no no’s on you and make you feel guilty if you don’t join me.”

· Legalism is deceptive because inwardly rebellious and disobedient christians, or even non-christians can conform to a set of external performance standards or rituals.

· Legalism is useless because it cannot restrain the flesh.

· let no one  - Paul is saying that we should not sacrifice our freedom in Christ for a set of man made rules.

· Galatians 5:1 (ESV) - “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.”

· In Acts 15 we have the Jerusalem Council.  Many Gentiles were getting saved, but they were not circumcised, so the Jews were questioning if their salvation was real because they were not circumcised.

· Acts 15:10 (ESV) - “Now, therefore, why are you putting God to the test by placing a yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear?”

· Paul addressed two areas of legalism that the false teachers were promoting.
1.   Diet.
a. “in questions of food and drink”

b. The false teachers were demanding abstinence from meat and strong drink regardless of the amount of intake.

c. They were saying that the way to God and spiritual fullness would be enhanced if the Colossian believers returned to the dietary laws of the Old Testament.

d. Under the Old Testament system certain foods were classified as “clean” or “unclean” for physical reasons(Lev. 11).  There were also spiritual reasons, for the distinctions between foods were meant to familiarize God’s people with the fact of purity and impurity, and thus to stimulate the conscience in everyday life.

e. The false teachers were declaring that those who enjoyed their freedom in Christ to eat and drink within the parameters established in scripture stood condemned or were on the threshold of losing God’s approval.

f. But Jesus made it clear that of itself, food was neutral.  It was what came out of the heart that made a person spiritual or unspiritual (Matt. 15:1-20).

g. Mark 7:15 (ESV) - “there is nothing outside a person that by going into him can defile him, but the things that come out of a person are what defile him.”

h. Mark 7:21-23 (ESV) - “For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness.  All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.”

i. Dietary discipline is not a sign of spirituality.

j. Is it true that some things are better for us than others?  Yes.  Is it true that our bodies are the temple of the Holy Spirit?  Yes.  But we are not under the law, or a system of man made rules.  

k. 1 Timothy 4:7 (ESV) - “Have nothing to do with irreverent, silly myths.  Rather train yourself for godliness; for while bodily training is of some value, godliness is of value in every way, as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come.”

l. 1 Corinthians 8:8 (ESV) - “Food will not commend us to God.  We are no worse if we do not eat, and no better off if we do.”

m. Warren Wiersbe - “If a man feels he is healthier for abstaining from certain foods, then he should abstain and care for his body.  But he should not judge others who can eat that food, nor should he make it a test of spiritual living.”

n. Having said that.  We must be aware of two snares:  the sin of gluttony, and causing another believer to stumble.

o. Romans 14:13 (ESV) - “Therefore let us not pass judgment on one another any longer, but rather decide never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of a brother.”

p. Romans 14:17 (ESV) - “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”

q. Romans 14:20-21 (ESV) -”Do not, for the sake of food, destroy the work of God.  Everything is indeed clean, but it is wrong for anyone to make another stumble by what he eats.  It is good not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything that causes your brother to stumble.”

r. John MacArthur - “The strongest Christian can bring harm to himself in the area of christian liberty by denouncing or belittling the freedom God has given him (Gal. 5:1), or by carelessly flaunting his liberty without regard for how that might affect others (1 Cor. 10:23-32).

2.  Days.
a. “or with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath.”

b. These are references to the Holy Days of the Jewish calendar.  Specifically the annual, monthly, and weekly observances.

c. Now all of these days had their proper function, but they were not meant to be a permanent part of the faith.

d. When Christ came, he fulfilled all of these days.

e. Yet, the false teachers were telling the Colossians that it was not enough to have Christ; they also needed to keep the Jewish ceremonial law.

f. The Law reveals the holiness of God, and in the law Christ can be seen.  The law reveals sin and warns of the consequences of sin-but it has no power to prevent sin or redeem the sinner.
g. As a result, Paul was warning the Colossians to beware of those who pass judgment on spiritual worthiness based on practices and observances that God does not require.

C.   The Blessing Of Grace.  (vs.17)
1. God’s grace is a threat to human nature.

2. Grace undermines our efforts to justify ourselves.

3. Grace runs counter to our pride and our ability to boast in our own accomplishments

4. Grace undermines our efforts to establish a list of requirements that we can impose on ourselves and others as the condition on which we gain acceptance with God.

5. Grace demands that all glory, praise, honor and credit be given to Jesus Christ for what he has done.

6. Sam Storms - “That is why wherever the gospel of grace is preached, legalism rears its ugly head.  Once you declare that God has graciously provided everything we need in the person and work of Jesus Christ, you can rest assured that fallen human nature will rise up in protest and try to sneak in somewhere a rule or regulation that we in our strength can fulfill, or an observance or ritual that we, without God’s enabling power, can perform that will enhance our spiritual standing or gain some reward that will put God in our debt.”

7. That’s why verse 17 is so important.

8. All of these observances that Paul is referring to in verse 16 are shadows.

9. shadow  - has no reality; the reality is what makes the shadow.

10. Jesus Christ is the reality to which the shadows pointed.

11. Dietary rules sensitized God’s people to purity, the great feasts taught various aspects of Christ’s work, and the Sabbath displayed something of the rest into which he leads his people.  But they were just shadows.

12. Everything they symbolized, everything they foreshadowed, everything they were designed to teach and accomplish has now come to full and final fruition in Jesus Christ.

13. Hebrews 10:1 (ESV) - “For since the law has but a shadow of the good things to come instead of the true form of these realities, it can never, by the same sacrifices that are continually offered every year, make perfect those who draw near.”

14. A shadow can’t change anyone.  Only the substance can.

15. Examples Of Legalism:

1. Translation Of The Bible.

2. The type of clothes you wear.

3. The type of music you listen to.

16. Truths About Legalism:

1. Legalism is popular because you can measure your spiritual life.

2. Legalism is joyless.

3. Legalism demands uniformity.  (Wherever you find legalism dominant, you will find people who dress the same way, use the same speech, etc.)

4. Legalism produces a surface faith.  (Its adherents emphasize the things which are not really important.)

17. Warnings Against Legalism:

1. Paul does not say “forbid”.  There is great liberty in what we Christians can do:  we can keep days and diets or forget them.

2. We are not to judge others by these things, and we are not to allow others to judge us.

3. We cannot expect an unbeliever to conform to our regulations.  They are only doing what unbelievers do.  They have no power source within them to give them victory over world, the flesh, and the devil.

4. True spirituality does not consist merely of keeping external rules, but of having an inner relationship with Jesus Christ.

II.  Don’t Let Them Disqualify You.  (vs. 18-19)

· mysticism - The pursuit of a deeper or higher subjective religious experience apart from the human intellect and natural senses.   It is the belief that a person can have an immediate experience with the spiritual world, apart from the Word of God or the Holy Spirit.  It looks for truth internally, weighing feelings, intuition, and other internal sensations more heavily than objective, observable, external data.  Mysticism ultimately derives its authority from a self actualized, self authenticated light rising from within.

· This is the exact opposite of Christian Theology.

· Paul exhorts the Colossians not to follow those false teachers.
A. The Peril Of Error.  (vs.18a)

1. “Let no one disqualify you”

2. disqualify - a word that in ancient times often meant something along the lines of:  to render an adverse decision against someone; to act as an umpire against you; to declare you disqualified; unworthy of a prize; an umpire or referee who excludes from competition any athlete who fails to follow the rules.

3. The false teachers assumed the role of spiritual referee and disqualified the Colossians for not obeying their rules.

4. The Colossians were not to permit any false teacher to disqualify them for violating rules that God never imposed, because they were not delighting in their mysticism.

B. The Power Of Error.  (vs.18b)
· “insisting on asceticism and worship of angels, going on in detail about visions”

· Their Error Involved Three Things:

1. They Insisted On Asceticism.
a. asceticism - the word used here is the one that is typically translated humility in the New Testament; the NASB translates it “self abasement”, referring to a “false humility”.

b. insisting on - their supposed humility was nothing but pride.

c. True worship always humbles a person.  The mind is awed by the greatness of God; the heart is filled with love for God; and the will is submitted to the purpose God has for the life.

2. They Worshiped Angels. 

a. worship - invoke; conjure; guilty of engaging in the somewhat magical solicitation of angels to ward off evil or to provide physical protection or to bestow blessing and success on their daily endeavors.

b. There was an excessive and inappropriate preoccupation with angels and their involvement in human life that Paul regarded as detracting from the centrality and supremacy of Jesus Christ.

c. Trying to reach God the Father through anyone or anything other than Jesus Christ is idolatry.

d. 1 Timothy 2:5 (ESV) - “for there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus,”

e. Revelation 22:8-9 (ESV) - “I, John, am the one who heard and saw these things.  And when I heard and saw them, I fell down to worship at the feet of the angel who showed them to me, but he said to me, You must not do that!  I am a fellow servant with you and your brothers the prophets, and with those who keep the words of this book.  Worship God.”

3. They Had Visions.
4. going on in detail about visions - they made their case for their teachings based on alleged visions and revelations that they had received.

5. They perceive themselves to be members of an exclusive club of spiritual elitists on the strength of bizarre and supernatural experiences.

6. Their claims were false, since Jesus Christ is God’s final and complete revelation to mankind.

7. Hebrews 1:1-2 (ESV) - ‘Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world.”

8. Paul warns the Colossians not to be intimidated by the false teachers claims,  because they used their alleged visions as a basis of disqualifying other “lesser saints” because they did not have visions. 

C. The Problem Of Error.  (vs.18c)
3. “puffed up without reason by his sensuous mind”

4. The false teachers quest for “deeper” knowledge resulted in bigger heads.

5. sensuous mind - unregenerate

6. Ephesians 4:17-19 (ESV) - “Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds.  They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart.  They have become callous and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity.”

7. It is possible to be engaged in numerous spiritual activities and yet be utterly controlled and driven by the flesh.

8. Sam Storms - “Beware of those who are constantly parading themselves and building their ministries (as well as their bank accounts) on the basis of repeated extraordinary miraculous events (again, without denying that the latter occasionally do occur).”

D. The Principle Of Headship.  (vs.19)
3. In this verse, Paul pictures the church as a body.

4. Jesus Christ is the head of that body.

5. The false teachers were not holding to the head, and were spiritually undernourished.

6. and not holding fast to the Head  - They were seeking to enrich their spiritual life without the source of life; they were seeking their spiritual strength and sustenance and guidance from something other than Jesus Christ.

7. from whom the whole body, nourished and knit together - If a believer does not draw on the spiritual nourishment that comes from Christ and other Christians, he becomes weak.

8. through its joints and ligaments - every member of Christ’s body is important to the health and growth of the body.

9. grows with a growth that is from God - God has ordained that true growth, authentic godliness, and a life that pleases and praises him comes from a conscious dependence upon and drawing of nourishment from the head of the church, Jesus Christ.  

10. 2 Peter 1:3 (ESV) - “His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence,”

11. Growth comes from God.

12. Beware of shifting from Christ to experience.

13. The true Christian glories in Christ, not an experience.

14. Warnings Against Mysticism:

1. Promotes Self.

2. Experience becomes the authority.

3. Spirituality is based on how many experiences you have.

4. Demotes The Savior.

5. It will starve you spiritually.

III.  Don’t Let Them Enslave You.  (vs.20-23)

· Paul condemns asceticism.

· asceticism - the belief that if you add up enough physical negatives, you will get a spiritual positive.

· An ascetic is one who lives a life of rigorous self-denial.  For the ascetic, the body is a thing to be punished, denied, and even abused.  The body is regarded as evil and the only way to defeat it is to starve it of anything that might spark desire.

· Asceticism feeds the flesh by starving it.  It says, “I’m going to get to God on my own terms by my own might”.

· There is a definite relationship between legalism and asceticism, for the ascetic often subjects himself to rules and regulations.

· Certain foods and practices are unholy and must be avoided.  Other practices are holy and must never be neglected.  The ascetics entire life is wrapped up in a system of rules.

· Paul has in mind those who impose man made rules concerning the body and one’s behavior as a means for enhancing one’s relationship with God.
A. Freedom.  (vs.20)
1. “If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the world, why, as if you were still alive in the world, do you submit to regulations -”

2. Paul asks two questions...explain them.

3. We have died to the elemental spirits of the world.

4. We do not need to yield to legalism.

5. The key defense for Christians against such error is to hold fast to Christ, the Head, and to recognize that through our union with Christ in death, burial, and resurrection, we have died to the elemental spirits reigning over this world with their various rules and ordinances.

6. Though we are in the world physically, we are not of the world spiritually.  we have been transferred into God’s kingdom, and therefore we govern our lives by His laws and not the rules of man.

7. When we recognize that we are secure in Christ, we will not be bumped off course by the judgments of others who want to disqualify us in some way.

B. Futility.  (vs.21-22)
1. Legalism and Asceticism affirm the negative.  (vs.21)

a. Spirituality is measured by an absence of prescribed sins, rather than the presence of positive virtues.

2. Asceticism promotes the material over the spiritual.  (vs.22a)

a. There are automatic connections between physical discipline and health, there is no connection between such discipline and holiness.

3. Asceticism originates with man.  (vs.22b)
a. These regulations are not divinely given.  It is futile to base our standing with God on what we do.

C. Falsehood.  (vs.23)
1. Asceticism is hypocritical.

2. Man made rules appear to be wise, but appearances can be deceiving.

3. They have a reputation for spirituality but the product does not live up to the promotion.

4. As a result, Asceticism is of no value.

5. Man made rules have no power in stopping the flesh.

6. Alexander Mclaren - “Any asceticism is a great deal more to men’s taste than abandoning self.  They will rather stick hooks in their backs and do the swinging poojah than give up their sins and yield up their wills.  There is only one thing that will put the collar on the neck of the animal within us and that is the power of the indwelling Christ.  Ascetic religion is godless, for its practitioners essentially worship themselves.  As such, we are not to be intimidated by it.”

D. Focus.
1. Colossians 3:1-2 (ESV) - “If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.  Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth.”

2. The ability to say no to fleshly desires does not come from asceticism, but from a mind that is captivated and controlled by the beauty and majesty of the risen Christ and all that we are in him in the heavenlies.

3. The power of Christ in the life of the believer does more than merely restrain the desires of the flesh:  it puts new desires within him.

4. Our nature determines our appetite.

5. We do not need the law on the outside to control our appetites because we have life on the inside.

6. As we yield ourselves to God day by day, we receive the power we need to overcome.

Conclusion

Warren Wiersbe - “The answer to legalism is the spiritual reality we have in Christ.  The answer to mysticism is the spiritual union with Christ, the Head of the Church.  The answer to asceticism is our position in Christ in death, burial, and resurrection.”

The answer is where it all began:  at the foot of the cross.

Kent Hughes - “I have seen in my own life and the lives of those I have counseled that there is a tendency to move away from where we had our beginning:  The cross.  All of our theology, all of our preaching, all of our singing hymns together, the disciplines of life experienced in family and relationships are meant to keep us right at the foot of the cross - simply drinking long and deep from the fountainhead, Jesus Christ.”

Are you drawing on his power, or depending on a man made religious substitute?

