Sunday, December 21, 2008 – Fourth Sunday of Advent
The necessity of the incarnation
Colossians 1:15-23
22 But now He has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in His sight, without blemish and free from accusation—
Colossians 1:22 NIV

-----------
Last Sunday I spoke to the question, Why did the Son of God become one of us? I answered that question by saying that God, who loves us, made provision to undo the damage of Adam’s sin that plagues us all. That provision was sending His Son to be One among us, One like us, and who would take upon Himself the judgment that was supposed to come on us. In order for Jesus to do this, to take our sins from us, He had to be human like us so that He could place our sins on Himself. 

Today I continue with the subject of the incarnation of Jesus Christ and direct our attention to the person of Jesus Christ as the unique Son of God, the only one who could solve the problem of sin.
Before turning to verses 15-23 of Colossians 1, I want us to look at the 12 verses immediately preceding our text as they set the context for our understanding the supremacy of Jesus Christ in all of creation and as creation’s Redeemer. After his opening greeting, Paul writes:
Colossians 1:3-14 (NIV)
3 We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, 
As Paul begins to write his letter to the Christians in Colossae, he introduces us to four personalities: God the Father, Jesus Christ, Paul (and his companions) and the Colossian believers.
Then he describes the interplay of these four personalities. First, there is a Father-Son relationship in the Godhead. Second, Paul has found reason to be thankful to God the Father and somehow it involves the Colossian believers. And third, tying these four personalities together, we see that Paul has a relationship with God the Father that inspires him to continually talk to the Father about these Colossian believers with a grateful heart having something to do with Jesus Christ.
3 We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, 

Now, if that is all we could read of this letter, I think our curiosity would stir us to wonder what it was that motivated Paul to pray to God for the Colossian believers with thanksgiving. Could we not conclude, even with this little bit of evidence, that the reason Paul prayed with thanksgiving for these believers in Colossae was that their lives had been unmistakenly transformed by Jesus Christ? I believe so. Let’s see if this is true and why it is true.
3 We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, 4 because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all the saints— 5 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 6 that has come to you. 
Our suspicions are confirmed – would you not agree? The gospel of Jesus Christ came to these people and it gave them a hope that changed their lives. We see here that there is a present fulfillment of this hope as well as a future certainty of this hope. The gospel message, which is a word of truth, conveyed hope to these people in their present circumstance even though their hope is stored in heaven on a lay-away plan with their names attached to it. Their hope for the future significantly changed their perspective on living life in the present.
No one can live well without hope. But, the right hope will transform our lives. Jesus Christ, who has come to reconcile us to the Father, is that hope.

Notice what this hope did for these people. Paul says in v.4 that it inspired faith in Jesus Christ and it inspired love for all their fellow believers in Christ. The gospel message gave these people real hope. That hope inspired faith and love. It established a relationship of obedience to Jesus Christ - that’s faith, and multiple relationships of love between fellow believers - that’s love. 
Now follow me on this one: Let’s say that each one of us was praying for one person to surrender his or her life to Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. That’s not hard to imagine, is it? Now, what if what happened to these Colossian believers happened to the people we are praying for? Even if only half of those we are praying for had their lives transformed by the gospel of Jesus Christ, I can guarantee that we would be in awe of Jesus Christ like we have not been for a long time. I can also guarantee that we would pray for these people with thankfulness to God. 
Lord Jesus, we want the opportunity to pray as Paul prayed. Teach us, please, how this can be our experience.

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 see, what happened to the Colossians was not an isolated event. It was a process going on all over the world. The gospel message of Jesus Christ was bearing fruit and growing. The fruit of the gospel was the hope that in turn produced faith and love. And, it was a fruit that continued to grow, it continued to produce hope, which in turn inspired faith and love.
In his commentary on Colossians, Richard Melick writes: “The actual terms used, when pressed to their original ideas, suggest reproductive capability (i.e. “bearing fruit”) and maturing capability (i.e. “growing” or “increasing”). Together the terms teach that the gospel is productive; it accomplishes the work God intends.” 
 

Paul tells us in verse 6 that is was more than just hearing that caused the gospel to bear the fruit of hope. It also took understanding God’s grace in all its truth.

To understand “God’s grace in all its truth.” Wow! That is a densely packaged statement. Paul must be speaking of the gospel that he just mentioned a verse earlier which he called the word of the truth. The gospel of Jesus Christ is God’s grace expressed in truth. It tells the truth about us. We are sinners, captive to the domain of darkness, who need rescuing. The gospel tells the truth about Jesus. He is our only sufficient Savior who is sent by God to rescue us and give us a real and substantive hope in the person of Jesus Christ.
Melick says, “The advance of the gospel is in reality the advance of the work of God in changing the lives of those who hear and believe the proclamation.” ﻿
 

So, this gospel needs to be heard and understood before God’s Spirit can do the work of forgiveness and transformation in the lives of people. So notice in v.7 how people come in contact with the gospel. Paul says:
7 You learned it from Epaphras, our dear fellow servant, who is a faithful minister of Christ on our behalf, 8 and who also told us of your love in the Spirit. 

How do people hear the gospel that can and will change their lives? Paul says it takes faithful servants like Epaphras who serve on behalf of another servant of Christ, in this case Paul, and to whom they are accountable by telling of the results of their ministry. Epaphras was a fellow servant who served on behalf of Paul and to whom he also reported on the results of his teaching ministry.
So far we have a message, namely the gospel of Jesus Christ, that has the potential of giving hope to the sinner and transforming his life to one of faith in Jesus Christ and love for his fellow believers. Secondly, we have obedient and faithful ministers or servants who in relationship with the church family communicate the gospel to sinners. Then thirdly, we have sinners who have heard and understood the gospel whose lives have been radically changed to reflect a likeness of their Savior Jesus Christ.
That’s why we get up every morning – to both experience the transforming work of Christ in our own lives and to encourage our neighbors, friends and enemies to get in on the same transforming work of Jesus Christ.
Paul now restates his commitment to pray for these people who have been changed by the gospel.
9 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. 10 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, 11 being strengthened with all power according to His glorious might so that you may have great endurance and patience, and joyfully 12 giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light. 
Folks, we got to be impressed with Paul’s prayer. His prayer reflects an ongoing practice. He never stopped praying for them. He never stopped asking God to change them. His prayers are also very purpose focused. It’s as though Paul has a clear picture in mind of what a growing and maturing Christian looks like and he incorporates that vision in his prayers.
The prayer in verses 9-12 is by itself worth the price of admission today. Paul gives us at least 7 specific things for which to pray for fellow believers. These are really helpful targets for us in praying for ourselves and others. 

Let me ask you: For whom are you praying that God will “fill him with the knowledge of His will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding”? For whom are you asking that “God strengthen her with all power according to God’s glorious might so that she may have great endurance and patience”? For whom are you praying that “they will joyfully give thanks to God, their heavenly Father for qualifying them to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light”?

This is how Paul prayed. His prayers were focused. His prayers were dynamic. They were alive. So, let’s let Paul lead us in our praying for fellow believers.
And all of us need to keep in mind the grand rescue that took place that transferred us from the domain of darkness into the kingdom of God’s Son. This is the basis of our hope and the reason for our joy. This is the motivation for being servants to sinners while bringing the message of hope in Jesus Christ.
13 For He has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son He loves, 14 in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 
Christ came into this world to change lives, to transform lives and shape them to reflect the beauty of His character and His purpose.
As I’ve been thinking about what Jesus did to make my salvation possible, I’ve been asking myself, do I really want to be like Jesus? O, there’s no doubt I want what He offers. His gifts are very attractive. Forgiveness of sin is extremely advantageous to living a joyful life. Having an inheritance of eternal life in God’s kingdom is something to really look forward to. Having God’s presence with us wherever we go is very calming. But, to live my life like Jesus did is not quite so appealing.
I would guess that most of you have heard about and been encouraged to live an “incarnational” life so that others would see Jesus in us. Since we are His representatives here in Kent, to have Him living in us and through us would go a long way to attract others to join us in living for Jesus.

But, allowing Jesus to live His life in and through me is a threat to my being my own boss. So see, the more I understand the breadth of sacrifice that Jesus made to obey His Father’s commands, I’m not sure I am as passionate about being like Jesus as I should be. 
So, what can be done that I would embrace a life of full surrender to Jesus Christ? What can be done that will instill within me a hope that surpasses all my fears of living in complete obedience to my Lord?
The next words of Paul in Colossians chapter 1 take us to the center of the gospel message, the same message that transformed the lives of these Colossian believers, that transferred them from the dominion or authority of darkness into the kingdom of God’s Son. That transformation and that transfer were made possible by the power of the person of Jesus Christ. 
The gospel is not a self-help manual to guide your steps in becoming a nice person. The gospel of Jesus Christ is a dynamic message that penetrates into the soul of a person, reveals the disease of sin and offers the only cure and hope in the person and work of Jesus Christ. No amount of niceness will overcome the dreaded disease call sin. Only the blood of Jesus Christ, God in human flesh who died on our behalf on the cross of Calvary, is strong enough medicine to conquer sin.
What are text will tell us is that no other person than Jesus Christ could accomplish a remedy for our sin problem. Even if the nicest person we know reenacted every action of Jesus Christ, including the Passion events of being hung to die on a cross, those efforts wouldn’t event touch the disease of sin. The cure could only come through God made in human likeness.
Our Savior had to be God in human flesh. The incarnation of Jesus Christ was a necessity for us to have any hope of reconciliation with Almighty God.
So, here is what we need to know about our Savior.

Colossians 1:15-23 (NIV)
15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. 16 For by Him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by Him and for Him. 17 He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together. 

One cannot read these three verses without concluding that Jesus Christ is a member of the God-head. He is God the Son. He is God in visible form. He is the image of the invisible God. Jesus brought God into the human sphere of understanding. Jesus made God visible to us. 

The second half of verse 15 causes some problems because we think of firstborns when we read firstborn. That’s rather to be expected. However, we must not limit that word’s meaning to physical birth. Rather, it can also mean preeminent in position, supreme over all creation. Thus, the meaning of “firstborn over all creation” is that He is Lord over creation.
Our Lord’s supremacy is established in verse 16. Jesus is so attached to the Father that Paul can say that all things were created by Him, through Him and for Him. One theologian suggested that God the Father functioned as the architect. God the Son brought the plans into existence by His creative imagination and power. God the Spirit does the actual work of applying the plans in a hands-on relationship to creation.
 

So, if we can conceive of the most powerful person who has ever existed, who is also the wealthiest person of all time and who is also the most intelligent person who ever lived, we still haven’t come close to describing our Lord Jesus Christ. He is over and above all of these descriptions.
And there is more.

18 And He is the head of the body, the church; He is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything He might have the supremacy. 19 For God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in Him, 20 and through Him to reconcile to Himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through His blood, shed on the cross. 
Notice, in the midst of telling of Christ’s supremacy over all things everywhere, Paul speaks of the church, the body of Christ, of which all believers are members. And he tells us that Christ is the head of His body. This is terribly significant. When Paul begins to enumerate the areas over which Jesus is Lord, He starts with the church. 

What does that mean? It means that were He to walk in our front doors this morning, more important than our getting down on our knees and gazing at Him in wonder and worship, would be putting aside any other plans we might have no matter how important and letting Him call the shots. It means seeking His will and desire for His body and making it our highest priority to do His will and desire. It means being committed to encouraging and cooperating with other members of the body to more effectively carry out our Lord’s desires.
Why would we do all this? Because Jesus is the head of the body, the church. Because He is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead. Jesus is the resurrection and the life. He leads the train of resurrected men and women. Because God raised Him from the dead, God positioned Jesus to have preeminence over all things.
Verse 19 should have all of our jaws dropping in amazement. God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in Him. That is simply incredible. This Jesus who is our Leader, our Head, has all the fullness of God dwelling within Him. In other words, when Jesus became a man, God put on flesh without God losing any of His “Godness.” O, certainly He laid aside His prerogatives as God, but He did not withdraw from being God.
So, when Jesus walks in our front doors, He walks in as God in the flesh, fully God, fully man. Now, consider your response to Him. Will you put Him off or will you welcome Him? Will you ignore His commands or will you obey them? 
The reason God sent His Son as a human baby, was for deity to live as a man and then to bring about the reconciliation of all things to Himself by shedding His blood on the cross. Redemption was the purpose for God’s entrance in our world in human form. He came to die so that we could live.
21 Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. 22 But now He has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in His sight, without blemish and free from accusation— 23 if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard and that has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become a servant. 
Here is the gospel story. Here are the results of the gospel being welcomed and the hope that is born in the heart of every redeemed sinner. We are no longer alienated from God. Once we were His enemies in our minds because of our evil behavior. But, the gospel of Jesus Christ changed all of that. We are now reconciled with God because of Christ’s physical body being put to death as our substitute. Now, Christ presents us holy to his Father. We are without blemish and we are free from accusation.
Wake up. Listen. This is absolutely life changing. The world is trying to tell us that the way we are born is the way we are going to die. But, they obviously haven’t met the Savior who changes lives, who transforms lives, who transfers prisoners from the jail of darkness to the freedom of living in the kingdom of light.

Some of us are going to have to experience the consequences of enslavement to sin, severe consequences, before we wake up to what life can be like when Christ is truly our Lord.

But, we don’t have to go another day in bondage to sin. We can place our trust in Jesus Christ now, confess our rebellion, confess our refusal to surrender to Him, and receive His forgiveness and the eternal life that comes in our relationship with Jesus Christ.

In v.22, Paul says of Jesus, “He has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in His sight, without blemish and free from accusation.” Jesus died for me. God, who took on flesh, died for me. Think of what He could have been doing instead of dying for me? Jesus set aside His privileges as God so that He could attach flesh to Himself, so to speak, and identify with every challenge and obstacle we face. Just how often do I think about that? O, I think about how my life is interrupted by God. Rarely do I think about His life being interrupted by my arrogance or disobedience.
Christmas is the celebration of God becoming man without ceasing to be God, yet experiencing the full extent of what it means to be human. Jesus laid aside His privileges as God for the purpose of being our Redeemer. That meant He had to take on Himself the penalty and consequence of our sins. By doing this, Jesus has secured for us an eternal hope, forgiveness of sins, the ability to trust Him and love our fellow believers.
Why would we not want to live in the fullness of Christ’s life? Why are we afraid to obey our Lord’s commands? Why do we even entertain the thought that Jesus doesn’t have our best interests in mind when He invites us to walk with Him in obedience?
This Christmas season is a very appropriate time to recommit to be our Lord’s servant. If you haven’t confessed your sin of rebellion, selfishness and pride and asked for God’s forgiveness, inviting Jesus to push you off the throne so He can take that place in your life, there is no better time than right now, no better day and today.
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