TEXT: Colossians 2:8-23PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Colossians #6: Beware of Philosophy


Today brings us to sermon number six in our study of Colossians.  Its theme is easy to remember.  And easy to forget.  Paul wants us to realize Christ is enough! 


We all know that, of course.  So did the Colossians.  Why then, did Paul waste his time laboring the obvious?  Because heretics had come to the church who said otherwise.  They didn't deny the Lord; if they had the saints would have rejected them right away.  No, what the false teachers did was add to Christ.  "Of course, you must believe in Jesus" they said.  "But, if you want a deeper life, you must learn and follow our philosophy". 


What was the philosophy?  It's hard to say, exactly.  But it seems to be a mishmash of Judaism and Paganism.  Some parts are Biblical--though wrongly applied; others are secular or superstitious.  


Whatever the source, though, the danger remains the same: It is mixing the Gospel with human wisdom. 

IN VV.8-15, WE HAVE A WARNING AGAINST MIXING THE TWO


Paul begins with the word, "beware", v.8.  This implies danger.  The warnings of the Bible must be taken seriously.  We mustn't allow our theology to weaken their force.  You believe in "eternal security".  But does this mean Paul's warnings don't apply to you?  Of course they do!  How?  Because "eternal security" is partly achieved through taking his warnings seriously.  Peter says we are


"Kept by the power of God...


through faith".

And so, when Paul says "Beware", he's not talking to hypocrites or nominal believers.  He's talking to you.  


What do you need to beware of?  This: "lest anyone cheat you".  Like today, there were con-men in the Early Church.  They defrauded the people of God.  Of what?  Some took their money (cf. II Corinthians 11).  But that's not what these heretics were after.  They were after Christ.  They were robbing the church of its Savior!  


How were they doing that?  By introducing "Philosophy [and] vain deceit".  


"Philosophy" means "love of wisdom".  But here the word is used ironically.  It is not true wisdom they loved, but human wisdom which is, in fact, "foolishness".  So foolish, it can't even find God "though He is not far from every one of us".


The teaching may be called "wisdom", but is really "vain deceit".  It is brilliantly argued, but empty.  What Gertrude Stein said of Oakland, we can say of this teaching,


"There is no `there' there".


Why is the teaching such a rip off?  Paul gives three reasons:


1.
It is "according to the tradition of men".  Maybe they they were brilliant men; maybe they were good men; maybe they were famous men. But they were only men!  


2.
It is "according to the basic principles of the world".  The teaching is stupid, sinful, or both.  "This wisdom descends, not from above, but is earthly, sensual, devilish" (James 3:15).  


3.
It is "not according to Christ".  It doesn't come from the Lord; it doesn't glorify Him; it doesn't bring you into closer fellowship with Him. 


The word, "Christ" turns Paul on.  It excites him to praise and thankfulness and love.  In vv.9-10, he breaks off his teaching to "bless the Lord".  


1.
"For in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily".  This means our Lord is the full revelation of God.  "No man has seen God at any time--said John--"The Only Begotten of the Father, He has declared Him".  The glory of God shines fully in one place only: "The face of Jesus Christ".

2.
"And you are complete in Him".  Your whole salvation is in Christ.  God has made Him--Paul says elsewhere--"Our wisdom and righteousness and sanctification and redemption".  


3.
He is "The head of all principality and power".  These are the angels whom the Colossians--for some reason or other--are just dying to worship!  


Paul is full of wonder and praise.  And disgust!  If Christ is all of these things, how can you possibly improve upon Him with human wisdom?


Paul has made a powerful argument for Christ and against adding anything to Him.  Is he right?  Of course he is.  And the Colossians know it.  How?  Not because they're masters of theology, but because they had experienced Christ for themselves.  They had


"Tasted and seen that


The Lord is good".


The Lord had "circumcised" their souls, v.11.  Under the Old Covenant, "circumcision" was a sign of belonging to God's people.  It was in the flesh and done with human hands, of course.  But now--under the New Covenant--God Himself circumcises His people.  How?  By "putting off the body of [our] sins".  In other words, by making us "New creatures in Christ".  


This work of God is portrayed (not achieved) through water baptism, v.12.  In baptism, we are figurtively "buried with Christ (so the old man is no more) and "raised from the dead".


That means: our sins are forgiven and our guilt is cancelled.  The Mosaic Law which only condemned men is now "nailed to His cross" and thus "taken out of the way".  It no longer bars our access to God.  


These great blessings are ours by grace alone.  For we received them--not when we sought God or were at our best--but when we were "dead in [our] trespasses".  This means alienated from God and utterly hopeless.  It was then that "God demonstrated His love for us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us".

This is the warning.  Don't mix human philosophy with the Gospel.  It can add nothing to Christ, but only reduce His glory as Lord and Savior.  

THE APPLICATIONS, VV.16-23


From this warning, Paul draws two applications.  The warning is general; the applications are very specific.  


The first is against mixing Judaism with the Gospel, vv.16-17.  


"Therefore, let no one judge you in food or in drink, or regarding a festival or a new moon or sabbaths, which are a shadow of things to come, but the substance is Christ".  


The "conservative" heretics were taking their doctrine right out of the Bible.  But it wasn't "Biblical" because it wasn't Christ-centered.  There are Bible laws about "food, drink, festivals, new moons, and Sabbaths".  Some were negative--"Don't eat pork"  Others were positive--"Keep the Sabbath".


How can it be wrong to quote the Bible?  And to enforce its Law?  It isn't wrong, of course, but "the Law must be used lawfully".  It must be put to God's use--not ours!  


What was God's purpose for the Law?  To point us to Christ.  These things were "a shadow of things to come".  But "the substance is Christ".  Let's briefly go through each one:


1.
The dietary laws demanded separation from the world.  And Who is wholly separate from the world and its defilement?  Jesus Christ.  And how are we made separate?  Through Jesus Christ.  


2.
The Festivals celebrated some part of God's saving work.  The Day of Atonement, Passover, Booths, Purim, and so on.  Did God save His people in those days?  Of course He did.  But not finally.  He reserved that work for Christ!  


3.
The Sabbath pointed to holy rest.  And where do we find that?  In Christ alone.  


In short, the Law was not an end in itself.  It pointed to Someone else--Jesus Christ.  Hence, those who turn us to the Law turn us away from Christ.  


The second application is opposed to mixing Paganism with the Gospel, vv.18-23.  


By this I mean every kind of thought that is not from Christ.  It may go by "science" or it may be religious or philosophical.  


Paul gives two examples.  One is "False humility (which includes the neglect of the body)".   We have this today.  Lent is the Christian form; Ramadan is the Muslim form; Vegetarianism is the New Age form.  Grunge and Gothic are the Rock `n Roll forms.  Its all the same: Get closer to God or Yourself or "The Force" by neglecting the body.  


The proper "neglect of the body" demands careful attention!  You must have rules.  "Touch not, taste not, handle not".  Red meat is evil!  Caffeine is wicked!  Tobacco is from the devil!  To some people, these rules sound very holy.  But Paul doesn't think so.  He says they are of


"No value against the indlugence of the flesh".

Isn't it odd that the very people who oppose red meat tend to favor abortion?  Or those who want to ban tobacco for health reasons don't call for the outlawing of sodomy?  


This man-made discipline, it seems, hasn't sanctified their hearts.  


Some Pagans aren't into "rules", but love to speculate.  Paul takes them on too, v.17b.  These people--he says--"intrude into those things [they have] not seen".    


Rather than being content with what they do know, they pontificate on things they don't know.  In Colossae they were always talking about "angels".  Who knows why?  In another place, Paul chides them for being "ignorant of the things they confidently affirmed".  


We have our speculators, too.  Some are scientists; some are philosophers; some are theologians; some are pastors.  Insofar as they deal in truth, they ought to be respected.  But the moment they leave the truth for their dreams or wishes, they must be ignored.  


Speculation is always fun.  But it doesn't obtain what it sets out for.  It seeks the truth, but ends up with pride--"Vainly puffing up the fleshly mind".  

This is one effect of speculation.  And it's pretty bad.  But the other is even worse.  By reaching for the speculative, we lose our grip on the Real.  We end up "Not holding fast to the Head from Whom all the body is nourished and knit together..."

The "Head", of course, is the Lord Jesus.  Who is not found by brilliant reasoning, but by simple faith.    

