
 

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 9, 2011 
Title:  Learning to Really Live 
Text:  Colossians 3:1-4 
Theme: Living life to its fullest can only be found in Christ. 
 
Introduction:  
This is perhaps one of the most startling, liberating, and ‘take your breath away’ passages in 
the entire New Testament.  Colossians 3:1-4 expands on 1:27, “Christ in you, the hope of 
glory.”  It is equally an ongoing thought that began in 2:12-15.  For Paul, who we are in Christ 
and what He is for us, is the essence of the Christian life. 
 
Paul’s conclusions beginning in 3:1 are based on immutable truths.  The believer has died with 
Christ, was buried, and now was raised together with Him in the heavens.   Based on all the 
preceding truths, we are called on to take certain actions steps.  Although there are multiple 
voices calling out to us as to the answer for our existence, there is only one voice we are to 
heed.  God’s voice pierces the darkness and confusion of human flesh.  His ways are above our 
ways, but His ways are always best. 
 
An Overview: 

– Salutation (1:1-2) 

• Orthodoxy: An Exalted Christ 

– The Sufficiency and Singularity of Christ Explained (1:3–2:7) 

• Heterodoxy: An Exalted Claim 

– The Sufficiency and Singularity of Christ Denied (2:8–3:4) 

• Orthopraxy: An Exalted Calling 

– The Sufficiency and Singularity of Christ Experienced (3:5–4:6) 

– Final Greetings – biographical snippets (4:7-18) 
 
Chapter 3:1 starts the application/implication of the previous instruction.  It is the house built 
on the foundation of Jesus Christ.  Everything Paul says from this point forward is repetitious 
and pointed.  He goes from the broadest statement to a very tangible area of application. 
 
Verses 1-4 give two broad statements: Seek the things above, not the things that are on earth.  
Verses 5-17 begin fleshing out what these two statements look like by contrasting the old self 
with the new self.  He then narrows the focus even more in 3:18-4:1 to the household.  The 
household is not the only application Paul could have made but it is one of the most 
fundamental images of both God and the church since it speaks to structure and hierarchy.  
 
“The norms and values, rules and regulations practiced within the family, the smallest 
organized unit in the community, will reflect upon the nation. Respect and tolerance towards 
the members of the family will greatly determine our attitudes outside the home. Nation 
building starts at home!”1 
 
If homes collapse, so also will the structures sustained by the home. Yet Paul’s intent is not to 
instruct us as to the home, but rather what seeking the things above and not the things that are 
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on earth looks like within the household.  The household is the illustration as to the 
implication of Jesus Christ being enough in this life and in the life to come. 
 
Let us begin with Paul’s broadest principle.   
 

I. The Assumption (v. 1)  
 
“The indicative used in a conditional clause which assumes the reality: ‘if then (as is the case) 
you were raised together with Christ’.”2  
 
“The force of the indicative mood, when properly understood, lends itself to the notion of 
presentation of reality. In the first class condition the conditional particle turns such a 
presentation into a supposition.  This does not mean that the condition is true or means since!  
But it does mean that as far as the portrayal is concerned, the point of the argument is based on 
the assumption of reality.”3   
 
There is always a danger of oversimplifying the Christian life and reducing it to something 
other than what is true.  In our text we are utilizing the similarity between Romans 6:1ff and 
what we have here. 
 
I have chosen to place these truths in three progressive categories only for the purpose of 
assimilation and presentation.  Regardless as to how we lay them out, they are what Paul 
would have us know.  This truth is the essence of the Christian life.  Consider for just a 
moment the simplicity of what is stated. 
 
Step #1 - Know 

• You have died with Christ 

• You have been raised with Christ 
 
Step #2 – Consider 

• Your life is hidden with Christ in God 

• Christ is your life 
 
“One aspect of Christian maturity, and certainly one of the road sings on the surprising route 
to Christian holiness, is that the mind must grasp the truth: ‘you died, and your life has been 
hidden wit the king, in God!’  Once the mind has grasped it, the heart and will may start to 
come on board.”4   
 

Step #3 - Present 

• Positive action step –  

– Keep seeking the things above; set your mind on things above 

• Negative action step -  

– Not on the things that are on earth; consider the members of your earthly body as dead 
to . . . (3:2b, 5).  
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The consequence of this union is that your life is now hidden with Christ in God resulting in 
Christ becoming your life.  Is this not the language of Galatians 2:20 and 1 John 4:17? 
 

“I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in 

me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved 
me and gave Himself up for me” (Gal. 2:20) 
 
“By this, love is perfected with us, so that we may have confidence in the day of 
judgment; because as He is, so also are we in this world” (1 John 4:17). 

 
Paul uses the language of baptism because in baptism you are buried and your life is 
swallowed up by and in the water.  What people see is the water, not you.  Your life/identity 
is now seen in Christ.  Paul’s application comes out of the standing and status of Jesus Christ. 
 
Since this is what He is and now who you are, this is what you are to do.  Notice how action 
reflects position. The one reflects the other.  The one flows from the other.  The one infects and 
changes the other.  The flow is only one way.  My position changes my performance.  My 

performance cannot change my position.  There is nothing you can do to create the “one 
flesh” union with Christ.  This marriage rests solely in who God is and what He does.  He acts, 
we receive.  Because He causes this “one flesh” union to take place, my life is now hidden with 
Christ in God.  This hiding is the “one flesh” union.  And although this action is judicial, it is 
also experiential.  I do not separate these two ideas. 
 
What does this look like? 

• It looks like a seed buried in the ground only to bring forth a thriving fruit-producing 
plant. 

• It looks like a cicada nymph going through the molting process only to come forth in a new 
form. 

 
Paul picks up this idea with the language of Colossians 3:10 and 12 where he uses the word 
“put on.”  The word speaks of putting on or being clothed in a garment (Matt. 6:25; 22:11).  It is 
used of John’s garment of camel’s hair (Mark 1:6).  It is also the language of “putting on” 
Christ (Rom. 13:12, 14; Gal. 3:27; Eph. 4:24; 6:11, 14; Col. 3:10, 12; 1 Thess. 5:8).  The garment 
identifies who we are.  As a Christian, the garment reveals who we are at our core. 
 

• It looks like a uniform worn by various occupations.  It tells others what you do or who 
you are. 

o Baseball player 
o Football player 
o Police officer 
o Doctor 

 
Just a sidebar, we are often identified by what we do or the role we occupy and when the 
action or role is lost, we are lost.  It is for this reason I seek to teach you to find your real or 
substance identity in who Christ is and what He does, not in who you are and what you do. 



 

 

4 

 
Because my life is now hidden with Christ in God, I am to seek heavenly things and turn from 
earthly things.  This turning from is parallel to the invitation in 3:5 to kill the works of the 
flesh.  Because He killed, we can kill.  I can, because He does.  Apart from this action on His 
part, we are helpless “in stopping the indulgence of the flesh” (2:23).  Because this is true I 
have nothing, absolutely nothing, to boast in. 
 
In all of this, what is the bottom line?  We see it in verse 11, “Christ is all, and in all.”  
Everything we experience/encounter in life is but a shadow of Him.  Everything is by Him, 
through Him and for Him (1:16).  “He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together” 
(1:17).  Nothing we know falls outside of this thought.  All our life and the complexity of it are 
only shadows of a larger reality.   
 
The life we live in our flesh is hidden with Christ in God.  Jesus Christ is our life.  I cannot 
explain it.  The language I employ is reflected in Romans 7:1ff of a marriage to Him so that our 
union with Him is “one flesh.” It is a mystery in many ways, but I can believe it.  I will believe 
the Scripture even when life crashes all around me.  I will believe God even when despair 
washes over me.   
 
How does this affect the way you understand yourself?  How does this affect the way you 
understand others and relate to them?  Remember this truth is being denied by those who 
have or are attempting to infiltrate the church in Colossae.  When writing the Story, God 
determined that His offspring would be as He is.  Who they are is sourced solely in who God 
is and what God does.   
 
Remember, Paul is addressing four types of people.  First, he is speaking to those who are 
standing fast in Christ and not just false instruction, but he is also speaking to those who have 
embraced the falsehood and who are, even now, being enticed away from the gospel.  Listen to 
Paul’s language. 
 

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

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

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

• “Judged in regard to . . .” (2:16) 

• “Defrauded of the prize” (2:8) 
 
What happens when we begin to wrap our minds around the simplicity of Christ‘s 
sufficiency?  Our previous paragraph spoke to the dangers of ritualism (i.e. Judaism), 
asceticism (abstinence) and mysticism (experientialism).  Yet is the Christian life without form, 
boundary, and emotion?  Paul speaks to each of these areas in his application of biblical truth.   
 
The rest of Paul’s letter unpacks the implications of our “one flesh” relationship in three 
distinct arenas corresponding to the larger statements of 2:16-23.  What does the “one flesh” 
relationship mean to form (3:1-4), to asceticism (3:5-17), and to experience (i.e. relationships).  
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We will attempt to speak to each of these ideas in the following studies.  Let us begin with 
Colossians 3:1-4. 
 

II. The Principle/Invitation (vv. 1b-2) 
 

A. Paul’s instruction concerning form and structure (vv. 1b, 2a) 
 
Paul’s language in verses 1 and 2 are synonymous. 
 

1. You are to be seeking those things which are above (present active imperative 
[3:1]) 

 
By appropriating and thus living this truth we will be free from the insecurity and 
hopelessness of this world. 
 
What does it mean “to seek (zateo).”  The word as used here is a present active imperative 
and is used of Herod seeking to kill the Christ child (Matt. 2:13, 20).  It is used of “seeking first 
the kingdom of God” (Matt. 6:33).  Of the shepherd who leaves the ninety-nine and “seeks” 
after the one lost sheep (Matt. 18:12).  The idea behind the word is that of not stopping until 
the object or goal has been accomplished.  There is energy behind the word. 
 
The issue is not that which is above or where Christ is seated, but Christ.  We are to be seeking 
Christ.  Since we are dead to everything that is here, we really have only one option.  We are to 
be seeking after Him.  Why is it that we have such a great conflict of soul between this world 
and Christ?  Perhaps we are not realizing just how precious He is because of all the 
distractions of this world?  We have allowed our affections to be derailed.  We put tremendous 
energy into all things earthly, but when it comes to God we compartmentalize and token 
serve.  We fail to see how the shadow serves God.   
 

2. You are to be setting your mind on things above (Present Active Imperative [3:2]) 
 
By appropriating and thus living this truth we will be free from the empty and hollow 
pleasures of this world.  To set your mind on things above is to think God’s thoughts.  What 
are God’s thoughts?  They are in the Bible.  
 
Like the word “seek,” it is a present active imperative.  “The verb in this verse differs from that 
employed in the preceding in referring more to an inner disposition, while the former is 
practical pursuit.”5  
 
’Set your affection’ is one word in Greek, the verb comes from the noun for ‘mind’. 
 
It has been said that one can become so heavenly minded that he is of no earthly good, but just 
the opposite is true.  “If he is not heavenly-minded, he will never be any earthly good.”6  
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“A man’s thinking and striving cannot be seen in isolation from the overall direction of his life; 
the latter will be reflected in the aims which he sets himself.   The word “mind” expresses not 
simply an activity of the intellect, but also a movement of the will; it has to do with aims and 
the motives underlying them.”7  
 
I am convinced that much of our problem lies in our cluttered lives.  We are drowning in the 
unimportant.  We are distracted by the trivial.  We are distraught over the irrelevant.   
 
I believe there are parallel thoughts as found in Mark 4 in the parable of the soils.  Listen to the 
words of Mark 4:18, 19 in describing one soil type. 
 

18 “And others are the ones on whom seed was sown among the thorns; these are the 
ones who have heard the word,  19 but the worries of the world, and the deceitfulness of 
riches, and the desires for other things enter in and choke the word, and it becomes 
unfruitful” (Mark 4:18, 19). 

 
Can you hear the choking affect of the shadow?  Listen to how Paul speaks to this in his words 
to Timothy. 
 

5 “and constant friction between men of depraved mind and deprived of the truth, who 
suppose that godliness is a means of gain. 6 But godliness actually is a means of great 
gain when accompanied by contentment. 7 For we have brought nothing into the world, 
so we cannot take anything out of it either. 8 If we have food and covering, with these 
we shall be content. 9 But those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a snare 
and many foolish and harmful desires which plunge men into ruin and destruction. 10 

For the love of money is a root of all sorts of evil, and some by longing for it have 
wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. 11 But flee 
from these things, you man of God, and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, 
perseverance and gentleness. 12 Fight the good fight of faith; take hold of the eternal life 
to which you were called, and you made the good confession in the presence of many 
witnesses” (1 Tim. 6:5-12). 

 
4 “No soldier in active service entangles himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that he 
may please the one who enlisted him as a soldier. 5 Also if anyone competes as an 
athlete, he does not win the prize unless he competes according to the rules. 6 The hard-
working farmer ought to be the first to receive his share of the crops. 7 Consider what I 
say, for the Lord will give you understanding in everything” (2 Tim. 2:4-7). 

 
9 “Make every effort to come to me soon; 10 for Demas, having loved this present 

world, has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica; Crescens has gone to Galatia, Titus 
to Dalmatia. 11 Only Luke is with me. Pick up Mark and bring him with you, for he is 
useful to me for service. 12 But Tychicus I have sent to Ephesus. 13 When you come bring 
the cloak which I left at Troas with Carpus, and the books, especially the parchments. 14 

Alexander the coppersmith did me much harm; the Lord will repay him according to 
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his deeds. 15 Be on guard against him yourself, for he vigorously opposed our teaching” 
(2 Tim. 4:9-15). 

 
Listen to how Paul “balances” the idea of shadow and substance in 1 Timothy 6. 
 

17 “Instruct those who are rich in this present world not to be conceited or to fix their 
hope on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly supplies us with all things 

to enjoy. 18 Instruct them to do good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready 
to share, 19 storing up for themselves the treasure of a good foundation for the future, so 
that they may take hold of that which is life indeed” (1 Tim. 6:17-19). 

 
“We must note carefully what Paul means by that.  He is certainly not pleading for an other-
worldliness in which the Christian withdraws himself from all the work and activities of this 
world and does nothing but contemplate eternity.”8   Paul fully expects his audience to live in 
the real world, the world of shadow.  We must strive to make Christ the center piece of our 
lives.   
 
You are surrounded by shadow.  The shadow is unavoidable.  The shadow has been created to 
point, never to provide.  In the shadow set your heart on things above, set your mind on things 
above, guard against setting your affection and thought on earthly things.  Do not be captured 
by these things.  Nothing created can do for you what only God can do for you. 
 

B. Paul’s caution concerning form or structure (v. 2b) 
 
Do not look to the shadow to meet your needs.  How do you know if you’ve placed too much 
importance on shadow?  You have placed too much importance on the shadow when you 
cannot let it go. 
 
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.”9  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. 
 

1. They are not a part of your belief system (“as though living in the world” 
[v.20]) 

2. They are temporal and perishing (v.22a) 
3. They are superficial and shallow (v.23a) 
4. 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.”10  The primary point is simply this, 
“Matters of food and drink are of no consequence as far as godliness is concerned.”11  
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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.”12   
 
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 
for us the power to do.  Their system 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 chose 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.”13 
 

III. The Explanation (vv. 3, 4) 
 
If you have been raised with Christ, then . . . .  I would like to pause to unpack this idea of 
“with Christ” and what this means for us.  Consider the following passages speaking directly 
to our “with Christ” relationship. 
 

“Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him” 
(Rom. 6:8). 
 
“and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we 
suffer with [Him] in order that we may also be glorified with [Him]” (Rom. 8:17). 
 
“I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; 
and the [life] which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved 
me, and delivered Himself up for me” (Gal. 2:20). 
 
“For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ” 
Gal. 3:27). 
 
“even when we were dead in our transgressions, made us alive together with Christ 
(by grace you have been saved)” (Eph. 2:5). 
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“If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world, why, as if you 
were living in the world, do you submit yourself to decrees, such as” (Col. 2:20). 
 
“If then you have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above, where 
Christ is, seated at the right hand of God” (Col. 3:1). 
 
“For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God” (Col. 3:3). 

 
God’s people, Christians, are in a “one flesh” relationship with Jesus Christ.  Jesus Christ took 
upon Himself my sin.  When Jesus became the sin bearer in His sacrifice at the altar of the 
cross, He became what I am before the Father.  Thus, His utterance, “My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me?”  Yet in this act, by grace through faith, I became what He is and now 
am before the Father.  Because of who He is and what He has done Paul can speak of 
completeness (2:10), alive (2:13a) and forgiveness (2:13b).   
 
The fullest extent of this union waits for the not-yet aspect of an already truth.  Friend, the 
greater day is coming, but it is already breaking in.  In our next text, Paul will pull us even 
closer to the implication of the cross in our lives.  The truth of the cross will become even more 
clinging than it already is.  The cross invades, conquers and controls.  May we always be 
yielding to His desires. 
 
APPLICATION (What’s the Next Step?) 
 

• “Because of our identification with Christ our lives are to be different.  Our interests are to 
be centered on Christ; our minds, aims, ambitions, in fact our whole outlook, are to be 
centered on that heavenly realm where he reigns and where our lives truly belong.” 
(O’Brien, WBC, Col./Philemon, p. 171). 

• Do you see yourself in Christ and thus seeking to live above this world’s system? 

• May you meditate heavily upon these truths and endeavor to make them a part of your life. 
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