
 

Waukesha Bible Church is a family of families seeking to live in the Storyline of the Bible.  She is determined by 

design to have a God-centered, Christ-exalting worship; a Word-centered teaching focused on personal 

discipleship through intentional and systematic instruction; a Global-impacting mission that resolves to be a 

church planting church; and a Grace-based fellowship where disciples are invited to live under a reigning grace 

characterized by a Gospel-driven sanctification that celebrates a divine monergism to the Christian life. 

 

Greetings: 
 
The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 
week.  It represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  
In an attempt to continue the learning process, he is making available his study notes to 
the congregation. 
 
They are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye mistakes can be found.  So he 
asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and charity. 
 
Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to 
email him at pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 
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Date:  October 2, 2011 
Title:  True Spirituality - The fault line of falsehood 
Text:  Colossians 2:16-23 
Theme: Jesus Christ is all we need and someday He will be all we want. 
 
Introduction:  
How would you define someone as spiritual?  What must a Christian do in order to be 
spiritual? Why do we judge other people? Is there a difference between judging and 
discerning?  Do you desire to be more like Jesus?  Do you want Him? An issue in Colossae 
addressed the question “how can I protect myself from sin’s tug?”  Paul answers the question. 
 
Our text before us builds on the statements of 2:10-15.  Since what precedes this paragraph 
(vv.16-23) is true (i.e. Jesus Christ is enough), let no one pass judgment on you concerning 
“food or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day.”  Everyone judges.  
What is of interest is how this mindset exists in the Church.  Paul is speaking to “religious” 
people about “religious” people.    The things noted in our text are not intrinsically wrong.  
Anything becomes wrong when it is used as leverage with God to get standing/status from 
Him.  When love becomes conditional, when requirements become prominent in acceptance, 
when forgiveness has limits, when favor flows from work accomplished, and when service 
must be rewarded to be received, then we are in bondage and make our relationship with 
Jesus Christ something other than what is intended by Him. 
 
“Growth” in the Christian life is only possible as we “hold fast to the Head.”  No shadow 
produces growth.  Shadows are only in play to point us to the Head; nothing more and 
nothing less.  The growth we need and have is only in Christ.   
 
“The word [shadow] refers either to a shadow which in itself has no substance but indicates 
the existence of a body which casts the shadow or it indicates a dim outline, a sketch of an 
object in contrast with the object itself.  This would mean that the OT ritual observances were 
dim outlines of the NT redemptive truths.”1   
 

“who serve a copy and shadow of the heavenly things, just as Moses was warned by God 
when he was about to erect the tabernacle; for, ‘SEE,’ He says, ‘THAT YOU MAKE all things 
ACCORDING TO THE PATTERN WHICH WAS SHOWN YOU ON THE MOUNTAIN.’” (Heb. 
8:5). 
 
“For the Law, since it has only a shadow of the good things to come and not the very form of 
things, can never, by the same sacrifices which they offer continually year by year, make perfect 
those who draw near” (Heb. 10:1). 

 

When we think growth is measurable by the addition of activity/shadow, we are like the 
barnacles on a whale.  The whale with barnacles is a larger size, but it is not equated with 
growth.  Swelling in an extremity does not equal positive growth.  Shadows cannot be ends; 
shadows can only be means.  In our “religious” context shadows are often moral directives or 
focused on behavior/conduct.  What we abstain from or engage in become criteria for 
determining spirituality or how well one is “walking with God.”  This passage must be 
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considered in any discussion or study of progressive sanctification or the Christian walk or 
how one “grows” in their relationship to Jesus Christ.   
 
This paragraph is one of the most powerful and clearest passages concerning, “True 
Spirituality.”  It is to our shame, but often we judge people based on their performance.  In so 
doing, we chose to function in a role that is not ours to possess or hold.  We can never be either 
judge or jury. 
 
Most of what we consider righteous behavior is nothing more than cultural directives and 
“tribal” traditions.  Behavior flows from spirituality, not for spirituality.  You are spiritual.  
Your behavior reflects this.  It is a result not a cause.   
 
This text confronts us with the spirit of intolerance and judgment we often bring to the 
Christian life, whereby we are always assessing where people are in their relationship to God.  
It isn’t that such a relationship is entirely subjective.  This is not the issue.  The issue is how we 
judge our fellow brothers and sisters in Christ based on their conduct as it differs from ours.  
What right do we have to judge someone based on whether or not he or she conforms to our 
preconceived standard of behavior?    The error of Colossae was teaching that in order to be in 
a right relationship with God “things/acts” other than Christ were necessary.  The issue is not 
in the absence or presence of certain activities but what merit such activities have in the life of 
the Christian and in his standing before God.  How does the absence or presence of these 
things change my standing with God and God’s thoughts/opinion of me?  If there is anything 
or anyone between my standing before the Father other than the person and work of Jesus 
Christ, then I am in error and deceived.  This was error then, and it is error now.  Think of 
what Paul says.  How does this change the way we approach people with problems?  How 
does this change our understanding of true spirituality before God and man?  Does this 
change our view of others within the body of Christ?   
 
The biblical understanding of who God is, what He has done, and who we are in Him is the 
sole means whereby we are protected from sin and enabled in the pursuit of Him.  There is 
nothing more needed.  Jesus Christ is enough in this life and in the life to come.   
 
The outline: 
 

I. The Truth (vv. 8-15 [Review]) 
 

A. Who He is 
 

1. Jesus Christ is God (v. 9) 
2. Jesus Christ has Preeminence (v. 10b) 

 
B. What He did (vv. 14, 15) – the gospel 

 
1. He died (2:20) 

a. “He made peace through the blood of His cross” (1:20, 22) 
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b. “He canceled out . . . debt” (2:14) 
c. “He disarmed rulers and authorities” (2:15) 

2. He was buried (2:12) 
3. On the third day He rose from the dead (2:12; 3:1) 

 
C. Who you are 

 
1. Complete (2:10) 
2. Alive (2:13a) 
3. Forgiven (2:13b) 

 
“The immediate result of this is that when people try to entice you into particular styles of 
piety and devotion other than single-minded devotion to Jesus, you need take no notice.” 2  
 
The statement in verse 20 views the condition as true.  Is this enough or do we need more?  
What do you lack?  The appeal the error makes is intellectual (i.e. persuasive argument, 
philosophy [see further 1 Cor. 1:22-24; 2:1, 2]), but it worms into us through the emotion.  What 
is it that makes error so attractive?  It gives “the appearance of wisdom” (2:23).  Yet the 
shadow cannot sustain the weight of the reality.  Only in Jesus Christ are hidden all the 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge (2:3).   
 
Let me explain something about my sense of direction.  I can get turned around quite easily 
and have no innate sense of direction.  It is actually humorous although frustrating and sad.  
For example, when it rains Kirsten will tell me to close the windows on the West side of the 
house.  Her request is always met by a question, which side is the West side of the house?  We 
only have one window on the West side of our house.  To remedy the situation I have placed a 
sign outside my home with the letter “N” on it to tell me which way is North.  I also have a 
large gravel compass placed in our lawn so I know which way is North.  This is equally 
frustrating when I’m by myself in the car looking for something.  Recently I attended a 
meeting on Beloit Road off of 894. When I looked to return to the church I had two options 
before me; 894W or 894E.  I chose 894W and had to call Donna to set me back on the straight 
and narrow.  Folks, 894W “felt” right, but it was wrong.  How I feel about the directions are of 
little consequence when I have a compass in my hand. 
 
Now, I’ve told you what is true.  It might not feel true and appear right, but it is the only way 
to be holy/live the Christian life.  The compass is pointing us straight to Christ.  What follows 
feels right.  Judaism, asceticism, and mysticism feel right, but they are wrong, and they will 
take you into the wrong direction. 
 
Listen to the observation made by N.T. Wright.  “Learning to believe what doesn’t at the 
moment feel true is an essential part of being a Christian.”3   
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II. The Error (vv. 16-23) 
 
Friend, my history here at WBC can only speak to the last nine years.  I do not know well what 
you knew or practiced before my arrival.  Thus, I will speak only for myself.  You can make 
appropriate application.  Many of you will find what I am about to say disconcerting.  I 
apologize upfront, for it is not my desire to be offensive, only instructive and perhaps 
autobiographical. 
 
For much of my Christian life I grew up in a context where the shadow mattered in my pursuit 
of God and affected how I perceived He formed His opinion of me.  I was very much into the 
handle not, taste not, touch not.  There were things a good Christian did and did not do.  Let 
me share a handful of these things. 
 
First, how you dressed was important.  In my past I would never have attended church 
without a tie and perhaps a jacket.  I would have been judged if I was not wearing a tie.  
People who came to church in casual clothes were judged as less than spiritual.  Such people 
could not truly love God. 
 
Second, facial hair was a sign of worldliness.  You could have a mustache, but never a beard.  
A beard was a sign of compromise with the evangelical or liberal world.  My hair had to be off 
my collar and my sideburns could not be longer than the middle of the ear. 
 
Third, the use of alcohol was intrinsically evil.  No Christian would ever drink any intoxicating 
beverage.  I am not speaking to its abuse, only its use.   
 
Fourth, godly music were hymns, piano, organ and perhaps the orchestra.  The guitar, drums, 
and the like were worldly and could not be of benefit in worship.  They were of the devil. 
 
Fifth, in my adult past I would never attend a movie or speak of having seen a movie without 
first thoroughly checking to see if the movie had anything questionable in it (i.e. like a swear 
word).  Last week I referenced seeing the HULK.  That simple statement would have hung me 
in the past with my peers and the powers at play. 
 
Finally, attending church every Sunday morning, night, and Wednesday night for prayer 
meeting were a must.  Anything less than this was considered carnal.  I was somewhat unique 
in so far that I was a Seminary student and paid staff, but I was in bondage to the form.  It was 
not always spoken, but it was “felt.” 
 
All of what I’ve mentioned are shadows.  I am not dictating to you what you should or should 
not do.  I am telling you to pursue Christ.  Celebrate Jesus Christ in the shadow.  Some of you 
are trapped in the shadow either through abstinence or over-indulgence, but either way you 
are trapped.  Only Jesus can free you from their enslavement.  The issue in all of this is what is 
true, not how do you feel.  
 
Let us now consider the storm faced in Colossae.  
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A. Judaism ([ritual] vv. 4, 8, 11, 16, 17 [i.e. circumcision, new moon, etc.]) 

 
This speaks to the danger of embracing a performing ritualism instead of a passionate 
relationship which is Christ (vv. 16, 17 [present active imperative]).  Do not become enslaved 
to “shadows.”  What are some of these shadows?  We are enslaved when we believe that 
activity or business equals godliness, or when we believe form equals godliness.  Notice what 
it says here.  God has blotted out these ordinances, thus we are not to succumb to them. 
 
Do not allow yourself to think that righteousness is the result of performing rituals versus a 
passionate relationship with Christ.  Many think they are okay only because they conform to 
the standard of measurement established by their peers.  We are okay because of His cross, not 
because of our conduct.  The elements noted “refer chiefly to the annual festival like the 
Passover, Pentecost, etc.”4   
 

B. Asceticism ([abstinence] vv. 18b, 21-23 [i.e. food, drink, do not handle, etc.]) 
 
“Here it refers to indulgence in wine.  The idea that man could serve deity or draw near to 
deity or prepare oneself for the reception of a revelation through ascetic living and fasting was 
widespread in the ancient world.”5   
 
Asceticism leads to the danger of embracing a false humility and haughtiness instead of the 
true head which is Christ (vv. 18, 19 [present active imperative]).  There is a tendency to think 
because we do such and such that we are somehow better than the person who does none of it.  
Unfortunately, we are wrong.  Some would like to think because of these two extremes, a false 
humility or a false pride, they have somehow attained the prize.  But these things are not the 
prize.  “They prefer an inferior member of the body to the head.”6     
 
Self-abasement – “The word was often used in connection with fasting, and several Jewish 
Christian writings specify that the consequence of this ascetic practice is entrance into the 
heavenly realm.”7   
 
”Their profession of humility was a cloak for excessive pride.”8   
 
The child of abstinence has a twin called libertinism and materialism.  Both have a wrong view 
of the body/flesh.  The one says the flesh is intrinsically evil thus the need to abstain.  The 
other says the flesh is of no consequence thus the abuse and pursuit of sensory pleasure.  
Materialism attaches worth and identity to things gathered.   
 

C. Mysticism ([experience] vv. 18b, 10; 1:16 [i.e. invisible, rulers, authorities, angels, 
visions]) 

 
The problem with this error is that it cannot deliver on what it promises.  This falsehood has 
“no value against fleshly indulgence” (2:23).  What I find so weighty is how we often identify 
those within our own communities of faith as mature and spiritual when in reality they might 
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simply be captive to the shadow.  Notice how the shadow is described in verse 22, “Destined 
to perish with use.” 
 

III. The Result  
 
What is of interest is to see how the result of the falsehood (i.e. ritualism, asceticism, 
mysticism) was not a united and growing body, but just the opposite (v. 19).  There is a 
consequence to the error.  Paul notes five consequences.  Perhaps they are sequential, but 
regardless, they are real. 
 

A. Condemnation (1:23; 2:4, 8, 16, 18) 
 
 

1. “Moved from the hope of the gospel” (1:23) 
 
 

2. “Deluded with persuasive argument” (2:4) 
 
 

3. “Taken captive through philosophy, etc. (2:8) 
 
 

4. “Judged in regard to . . .” (2:16) 
 
“Present imperative with the negative calls for the stopping of an action in progress or 
indicates that an action should not be a habitual one.”9  
 

5. “Defrauded of the prize” (2:8 [present active imperative]) 
 
The word “beguile” means “to be disqualified, defrauded, robbed.  It is the Greek word 
katabrabeuo “to rob of a prize”.  Do not let ‘things’ rob you of Him.  “To decide against 
someone as an umpire would, to deprive of the prize, to give judgment against someone”10 
  
Just like error there is a consequence to truth.  Paul’s statement gives a negative and positive 
action step. 
 

B. Justification (i.e. Hope, Substance, Prize) 
 
  1. Stop submitting (2:20-23) 
 
Remember the warnings of 2:8,16,and 18?  “The point is that the Colossians were in danger of 
falling victim to the false teaching and of voluntarily placing themselves under the regulations 
imposed by these powers.”11  By appropriating and thus living this truth in our lives, we will 
be free from the bondage of failure and insufficiency found in the old man.  Why are we not to 
be submitting ourselves to man made rules?  Paul gives us four reasons. 
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a. They are not a part of your belief system (“as though living in the world” 

[v.20]) 
b. They are temporal and perishing (v.22a) 
c. They are superficial and shallow (v.23a) 
d. They are incapable of promoting godliness (v.23b) 

 
There is some discussion as to what this means.  I understand it in one of two ways.  First, 
embracing systems instead of Christ that do not have the power to satisfy the flesh.  Second, 
“asceticism cannot overcome the power of the sin nature.  Legalism (systems of discipline) has 
no value in the fulfillment of victory over the flesh.”12  The primary point is simply this, 
“matters of food and drink are of no consequence as far as godliness is concerned.”13  
 
Many view the error in Colossians as that of an empty asceticism.  It asserts that spirituality is 
attained and measured by an absence of prescribed sins and the carrying out of specific acts.  
Paul states clearly that this is not the case.  The idea of do’s and don’ts for the sake of attaining or 
becoming righteous in the sight of God is to spit in the face of grace.   
 
The imposition of prohibitions from without can do nothing to create or develop new life 
within.  “Merely negative rules do not avail for the maintenance and growth of Christian life.  
Not abstinence, not indulgence, not mystic immersion into an external symbolism, as in the 
mysteries of eastern Greece – not in these, but in the appropriation of Christ in his person and 
his work does the Christ life consist.”14  Good deeds flow from the inward working of God 
through your life.   
 
Remember this: almost every false system of belief has a high moral and ethical code.  The 
principles found within their systems is not much different than ours, but with one exception.  
Our system provides the power for us to do; their’s does not.  If we do not see what we do as a 
consequence of what He does, then our system is no better than anyone else’s.  If I am left to 
my own in the performance of my devotion to Christ, then I am lost.  I stand empty.  I will 
never measure up.  I choose to simply trust him to do His work.  
 
“The cure for sins of the flesh is submission to the holy spirit, not conformity to a list of 
laws.”15  
 
  2. Keep Seeking (3:1) 
 

a. Hope (1:5, 23) 
 

b. Riches, wealth, treasure (1:27; 2:2, 3) 
 
c. Substance (2:17) 
 

“The celebrations of the Jewish law look forward to him.  Now that he’s here they simply 
aren’t needed anymore.”16   
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d. Prize (2:18) 

 
“Can you sense the sigh of relief the Colossians may have experienced on being reassured that 
they were already complete in Christ and didn’t need anything else, just more of what they 
already had?  Have you ever come under pressure to ‘add’ to your Christian experience?  Do 
you know the same sigh of relief yourself?”17   
 
The Next Step (Where do we go from here?) 
 

• Are you enslaved to the shadow by finding in them your worth, identity, and rest? 

• How can you sever the tie? Colossians 3:1-5 will begin to unpack this brutal glory of in 
Christ. 
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