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Greetings: 
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We live! – Christ is our Righteousness 
Colossians 3:12-17 

Prepared by Patrick J. Griffiths 
 

Many of us are familiar with the classic Frankenstein movie where Dr. Frankenstein takes 
various parts and assembles a creature.  There is no life in the creature.  It is dead.  The 
creature is jolted with significant electricity and when the creature moves he exclaims, “He’s 
alive!”  Here is the script from the movie. 
 

Henry Frankenstein: Look! It's moving. It's alive. It's alive... It's alive, it's moving, it's 
alive, it's alive, it's alive, it's alive, IT’S ALIVE!  
Victor Moritz: Henry - In the name of God!  
Henry Frankenstein: Oh, in the name of God! Now I know what it feels like to be God! 

 
Dr. Frankenstein is correct in noting how only God can bring life from death, and in this text 
we discover what that life looks like.  Today, in noting God’s redemptive purpose in the 
imparting of a new nature, we can rightly shout, “We live!” 
 
In our study of Col. 3:5-11, we explored the sheer horror of our old nature.  Like Dr. 
Frankenstein’s “monster,” we were dead.  Only God alone brought life from death.  This text 
notes the character of our new life, our new man.  The imagery Paul employs to explain this 
new life is that of a garment.  Believers are clothed in the garment of Christ’s righteousness. 
 
Paul is continuing to fold the greater truth of Colossians 1 and 2 into the more intimate context 
of relationships within the household.  The following sections deal with the implications of 
Christ in various aspects of one’s life.  Our current paragraph has two elements reflecting the 
initial admonition in 3:1-4.  We are to set our mind on the things above, not on the things that 
are on earth.  Verses 5-9 speak of the things that are on earth.  Verses 10-17 speak of things 
above. 
 
In verse 9 Paul says that Christians have “laid aside [or have taken off like a garment] the old 
self with its practices.” That's what happened at conversion: our old unbelieving self died and 
we shed it like a butterfly sheds its old wormlike cocoon when the springtime of salvation 
comes.  
 
Then verse 10 states the positive counterpart to this shedding of the old self. It says Christians 
“have put on [like a garment] the new self who is being renewed to a true knowledge 
according to the image of the One who created him.” In conversion we shed an old self and we 
put on a new self.   In this study we will consider four thoughts about this new set of clothes 
we now wear. 
 
First, the question is answered as to why the new garment is necessary.  The clothing we now 
wear reflects our change (vv. 9-11).  Why do I need to be clothed?  Because we are naked!  The 
Story played out in Genesis 3:15, 21 speak to the need. 
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7 “Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they 
sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loin coverings. 8 They heard the sound of the 
LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and the man and his wife hid 
themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden. 9 Then the LORD 
God called to the man, and said to him, "Where are you?" 10 He said, ‘I heard the sound of You 
in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid myself’” (Gen. 3:7-10). 
 
15 “And I will put enmity between you and the woman, And between your seed and her seed; 
He shall bruise you on the head, And you shall bruise him on the heel. . .  21 The LORD God 
made garments of skin for Adam and his wife, and clothed them” (Gen. 3:15, 21). 

 
When Paul describes the Christian life, he often makes use of a clothing metaphor to describe 
what the Christian life is to be like. There are certain clothes we remove and others we put on. 
The importance of clothing goes back to the fall, when our first parents rejected God’s 
commands, and as a consequence shame and guilt took over when they saw their nakedness. 
Fig leaves became the first fashion statement, an attempt to deal with one’s own sins, rather 
than seeking God’s help.   God had another plan. He would provide them with what they 
needed. In Genesis 3, following His promise to secure deliverance for them from their 
rebellion, He provided animal skins for them to replace their own attempt to make themselves 
presentable.  God addressed the nakedness of Adam and Eve by clothing them in a garment of 
His own making and provision.  They attempted to cover themselves through their own 
efforts and instead of a remedy, they only compounded the problem.  The garment of God’s 
provision completely covers the nakedness of His people. 
 
Friend, if you are not clothed in the righteousness of Jesus Christ, then you are spiritually 
naked and need to repent of your sin, believe Jesus, and be saved.  This idea is imaged by our 
Lord Jesus in the telling of the wedding feast. 
 

11 “But when the king came in to look over the dinner guests, he saw a man there who 

was not dressed in wedding clothes, 12 and he said to him, 'Friend, how did you come 
in here without wedding clothes?' And the man was speechless. 13 Then the king said to 
the servants, 'Bind him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer darkness; in that 
place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.' 14 For many are called, but few are 
chosen” (Matt. 22:11-14). 

 
Those people received by the Father are those who wear the righteousness of Jesus Christ.  In 
the absence of such a garment, the individual is speechless (cf. Rom. 1:20) and without excuse.  
If we are saved, then we are clothed, now it is for us to live in the new and not turn back to the 
old.  We have laid aside/put off the old man with his deeds (v. 9) and have put on the new 
man (v. 10a).  When we received the Lord Jesus Christ for the saving of our soul, the old 
nature/jacket was put off and the new nature/jacket was put on.  We do not put the new over 
the old; we become the new as the old is discarded.  Even today when a believer is baptized by 
water, they often wear a robe speaking of the garment of God’s doing.  Only God can do this.  
Sometimes we go back to the old jacket because it is known and comfortable, but since we 
cannot take off the new, we put it on over the new, and this is very uncomfortable and 
inconvenient.  In fact, it simply does not work.  Part of our need is to learn the ways of the new 
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man.  We have the new, but we need to learn its ways (v. 10).  Modern computer technology is 
much like this.  You can buy all the bells and whistles, but you actually need to learn how it 
works if it is going to benefit you. 
 
It is for this reason our text speaks of “being renewed to a true knowledge according to the 
image of the One who created him” (v. 11).  The tense of “being renewed” is a present 
participle speaking of a habitual and continuous action.  The Christian life is marked by 
change.  Just as physical birth moves through various stages of growth (i.e. infancy, 
adolescence, and adulthood) so also spiritual birth (John 3:3) moves through various stages of 
growth (Heb. 5:12-14).  Neither child becomes more human; both however grow as a sign of 
normal and healthy progression.   
 
New Testament scholar Tom Wright notes how, “The key to the new life which Christians are 
called to live is found in verse 10.  The new self is being renewed in the image of the creator, 
and one of the results is new knowledge.” (Tom Wright, Paul for Everyone – The Prison Letters, 
179). 
 
The language of Colossians speaks to the reality of our union with Jesus Christ (1:2, 22; 2:6, 10-
13, 20; 3:1, 3, 4).  Galatians 5:26 tells us that at the moment of our baptism into Christ, we put 
on Christ (aorist indicative).  “The command ‘to put on’ calls for a firm determination to 
demonstrate what had already been done (3:10).”  “At conversion, the believing sinner 
positionally put off his old life; he passed from death to life.  In his daily life, however, he must 
appropriate his spiritual identification with Christ and put off the actual practice of sin.”  
(Robert Gromacki, Colossians, 136).  The yielding process simply acknowledges the truth of this 
initial act.   
 
Putting off one set of garments and putting on another set of garments is imaged throughout 
the text of Scripture. 
 
• Rom. 13:12 The night is almost gone, and the day is near. Therefore let us lay aside the deeds of 

darkness and put on the armor of light. 

• Rom. 13:14 But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh in regard to its 
lusts. 

• 2Cor 5:3 If so be that being clothed we shall not be found naked. 

• Gal. 3:27 For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  

• Eph. 4:24 and put on the new self, which in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness 
and holiness of the truth. 

• Eph. 6:11 Put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of 
the devil. 

• Eph. 6:14 Stand firm therefore, HAVING GIRDED YOUR LOINS WITH TRUTH, and HAVING 
PUT ON THE BREASTPLATE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS, 

• Col. 3:10 and have put on the new self who is being renewed to a true knowledge according to the 
image of the One who created him-- 

• Col. 3:12 So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; 

• Col. 3:14 Beyond all these things put on love, which is the perfect bond of unity. 
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• 1 Thess. 5:8 But since we are of the day, let us be sober, having put on the breastplate of faith and 
love, and as a helmet, the hope of salvation. 

• Rev. 15:6 And the seven angels came out of the temple, having the seven plagues, clothed in pure 
and white linen, and having their breasts girded with golden girdles. 

• Rev. 19:14 And the armies which were in heaven followed him upon white horses, clothed in fine 
linen, white and clean. 

 
The garment of His righteousness is given irrespective of birth and nationality, ceremony and 
ritual, culture and class.  Jesus Christ is all and in all (v. 11).  The barriers between us have 
been destroyed. 
 
The second idea in our text is how our clothing reflects our calling/position (v. 12a).  Those 
who wear the garment of our Lord’s righteousness are chosen, holy, and beloved.  They are 
the ones qualified by the Father (Col. 1:12).   The word “beloved” is a perfect passive 
participle.  “It speaks to a past completed action with a continuing state or result.”  (Rogers and 
Rogers, 467).  The text says that we have been chosen.  This is stated elsewhere in the Bible: 
 
• “But we should always give thanks to God for you, brethren beloved by the Lord, because God has 

chosen you from the beginning for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and faith in the 
truth” (2 Thess. 2:13). 

 

• “For this reason I endure all things for the sake of those who are chosen, that they also may obtain 
the salvation which is in Christ Jesus and with it eternal glory” (2 Tim. 2:10). 

 
It is not for us to quibble over the exact nuances of the idea but only to note how there is a 
choosing by God of those who would wear His garment.  It is, however, noteworthy to mark 
how we receive the garment.   
 
The garment cannot be purchased or secured through human activity or intervention.  It is not 
merchandise that is purchased (Eph. 2:8, 9; Titus 3:5; Isa. 64:6).  The Story tells us no one can 
remove their own stain of sin and no one can merit a favorable audience and outcome before 
God.  Friend, before God, on your own merit, you are guilty and will be removed forever from 
His presence and all that is good.  The Story consistently speaks to the idea of how the garment 
is a gift that is received (Rom. 3:24; Eph. 2:8, 9).  The garment of our Lord Jesus Christ is a gift 
He extends to all and gives to all who respond by taking for themselves the person and work 
of Jesus Christ as offered from God’s hand. 
 
There is a third quality concerning the garment that is most noteworthy.  The garment is the 
very person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ (vv. 12b-14).  This new garment looks like 
Jesus Christ because it is Jesus Christ.  To put on the new man is to put on Christ (Galatians 
3:27; Romans 13:14).  The text describes the church as the elect of God resulting in their holy 
and beloved position.  Paul speaks of us clothing ourselves with Christ.  What does this mean? 
 
When you and I received the person and work of Jesus Christ for the saving of our souls, we 
put on the garment of Christ’s righteousness (Col. 2:11, 12, 20; 3:1 [compare 3:9, 10 with 3:5, 
12]).  The different qualities we are invited to put on are not different patches sewn onto the 
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garment.  The qualities noted are the very fibers making up the garment.  If we were to rip a 
piece of cloth in two, we would see the various fibers comprising the garment.  Each of the 
qualities cited are already in the garment, and we are already wearing the garment. To be “in 
Christ” guarantees such qualities are already present.  We cannot be something other than 
who He is.  If the qualities noted are added, then they can also fall off.  Paul works from the 
already-not yet pattern.  Remembering the idea of a newborn moving through the various 
stages of growth helps us to understand the progression of growth in the Christian life.  
Newborns cannot be more human than they already are.  They can, however, grow in their 
knowledge of the complexity and expression of their nature. 
 
We already have put on Christ; now we must get it firmly lodged in our head and heart.  It is 
almost as if Paul tells us to remember that we are already wearing the jacket.   Have you ever 
misplaced your glasses and searched high and low for them, only to find them sitting on your 
head?  You already had what you were searching for but didn’t realize it.   In the same way, as 
Christians we already have put on Christ but sometimes forget that truth. 
 
We will not spend a lot of time marking each of these qualities; because I believe knowing 
what these things are is intrinsic to wearing the garment.  We do not need someone to explain 
to us what immorality, impurity, passion, and evil desire looks like.  We know the wickedness 
that lies within our own heart.  We equally do not need someone to explain to us how we 
want/need to have a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience in the 
context of our relationships.  The putting on is the instruction in godliness.  We are 
intrinsically “human” and thus it is natural for us to act out those qualities marking human 
behavior.  Just as we instruct individuals based on their level of maturity physically, so also we 
are receiving instruction as to what this looks like as we progress through the various stages of 
natural development spiritually.  Sometimes it is needful to remind one’s audience what is 
considered normal behavior for their situation or level of maturity. 
 
In the case of Colossi, there was significant trouble with false teachers and the schism such 
instruction brought to the local assembly.  Thus Paul’s instruction targets those areas of 
apparent need.  Notice how such qualities break down regarding others. 
 
Two describe how we are to treat others (heart of compassion and kindness [v. 12b]).  Two 
depict the state of mind we are to possess (humility and gentleness [v. 12c]).  Three virtues 
relate to how we should act when mistreated (patience and bearing with one another, and 
forgiving each other [v. 13]). 
 
The words “bearing” and “forgiving” are present participles.  The participle describes the 
manner or means and the present tense emphasizes the continual action. (Rogers and Rogers, 
467).  Both words speak volumes to me personally.  The word “forgiving” is charizomai. It is 
one of my favorite New Testament words.  It means “to do something pleasant or agreeable (to 
one), to do a favor to, gratify; and to grant forgiveness, to pardon.”  The idea that we are called 
upon to forgive even as Christ also forgave us, speaks to the thought of how each quality or 
action is simply His life lived out through us.  The context for such qualities is in the face of 
personal or corporate injustice and mistreatment. 
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The final virtue mentioned is love (v. 14).  It is described by Paul as “perfect bond of unity.”  
Without love, none of the other virtues can last; with it, the others can be easily maintained.  
“What this passage states is that love is the power, which unites and holds together all those 
graces and virtues, which together make up perfection.”  (Ralph Earle, Word Meanings in the 
New Testament, 359).  Love is the shape of the garment.  Love takes all of the other strands and 
fibers and weaves them into a recognizable shape.  It is what makes it a coat instead of say a 
blouse or a pair of pants.  Why above everything else are we to put on love?   
 
• We are to put on love because love is the fulfillment of the law of God (Rom. 13:8-10; Gal. 5:14; 

6:2).   

• Second, we are to put on love because love is the active expression of justifying faith (Gal. 5:6; 1 
John).    

• Third, we are to put on love because love is to mark the disciple of Christ (John 13:34, 35).   

• Fourth, we are to put on love because without love nothing else matters (1 Cor. 13).   

 
Love binds and links all of our other actions to the cross.  “The word here refers to the full 
expression of the divine life in the community, devoid of bitter words and angry feelings, and 
freed from the ugly defects of immorality and dishonesty.” (Rogers and Rogers, 468).  It is a 
present participle.  The participle describes the manner or means and the present tense 
emphasizes the continual action.  
 
Why is the new man like this? Because this is what Christ is like!  I have often said that every 
New Testament imperative is simply God pointing out to the reader what His Son is like.  We, 
His people look like Him because our lives are now hidden with Christ in God; He is our life 
because His fullness fills His body, the church. 
 
Paul often describes the same idea through various images.  Such language as “seek those 
things which are above” and “setting one’s affections on things above” is the same as saying 
“put on” or “know this” or any of the hundreds of others imperatives/commands.  The author 
of Hebrews captures the idea with “looking to Jesus the author and finisher of faith” (Heb. 
12:2).  No descriptive in the New Testament of the Christian life is absent of Christ.  Such 
invitations to become functionally what we are relationally are inseparably tied to the 
revelation of Jesus Christ.  Who He is in His person and work comes through in who we are in 
our person and work.  The last part of this paragraph speaks to our activity as believers (vv. 
15-17). 
 
How does the garment identify us?  The garment we wear speaks to who we are and what we 
do.  Although a uniform cannot make me something I’m not, wearing a uniform does tell 
others where my passions lie and what my skill set might be.  Simply because I live in a garage 
cannot make me a mechanic or a car.  However, if I am a car or a mechanic chances are I’m in 
the garage.  The flow of this truth works only one way.  Cars, mechanics, and garages go 
together just like the garment of Jesus Christ goes together with His peace ruling and His word 
residing.  The garment of His righteousness is not secured by peace or Word.  The peace and 
Word are the result of the garment.   
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Let us consider the four descriptions of His righteousness in verses 15-17.  First we are 
instructed to “let the peace of Christ rule” (v. 15).  It is the only time this word is used in the 
New Testament.  It speaks of an umpire who arbitrates or oversees the action.  It looks at the 
chaos of life and shouts “safe.”   
 
The peace of God results from living under the watchful eye of the ultimate judge.  It 
understands who we are before God in light of whom Jesus Christ is and what He has done.  
As we work and struggle to live and exist, we look toward the judge of all humanity and for 
His pleasing gaze.  He is shouting and will shout, “Safe.”  Friend, knowing the outcome of that 
great day is to fill our hearts with peace and thus gratitude.  God looks upon us with favor.  
We are safe in all our struggles, thus we are to be at peace. 
 
We can stop living agitated, stressed-filled lives, if we simply trust in the Author of the Story.  
Friend, this does not mean we will not have our moments, but overall we can ride in the storm 
without having the boat capsize.  Life is no longer to have the edge of struggle, of 
measurement, of inability, of failure.  We are to rest in Him, and in so doing we will enjoy His 
peace.  In the context of conflict, we are always governed by peace. 
 
We are then instructed to “let the joy of Christ overflow” (vv. 16b, 17b).  The second 
imperative in verse fifteen is “be thankful.”  Having the peace of God dominate our lives is 
connected very closely to thanksgiving.  To be thankful is to acknowledge the control of God 
in every aspect of life.  “The word indicates the obligation of being thankful to someone for a 
favor done.  The thankfulness arises out of the grace of God and that which He has done.”  
(Rogers and Rogers, 468). 
 
Paul’s third word of instruction is to “let the Word of Christ richly dwell” (v. 16).  The word 
“dwell” is a present active imperative.  It means, “To be at home with.”  When the Word 
enters our life, does it feel at home?  Paul attaches the adverb “richly” to the idea of dwelling.  
Here’s the idea in the word “dwelling richly.”   
 

“To dwell” is a picture of renting a guestroom in someone’s house.  We are not family or 
even a close friend.  We simply rent the room.  The idea of “richly dwell” is that of a 
teenager in our home.  Not only do they make themselves comfortable, but they expect us 
to wait on them!  Everything that happens revolves around them.  When the Word of 
Christ richly resides it means everything in our life revolves around its truths. 

 
What follows are four present active participles.  The four participles show us how the Word 
of God can richly dwell within us. 
 
• The Word of God dwells through teaching (v. 16 [inform]) 
• The Word of God dwells through admonishing (v. 16 [warn and correct]) 
• The Word of God dwells through singing (v. 16 [praise and worship]) 
 
I find the idea of singing fascinating.  The issue here is two-fold.  First, use music to encourage 
the Word of Christ to dwell richly in the recipient.  Second, when you sing do it with grace.  
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The NASB translates the word “thankfulness,” but I believe the word can better be understood 
with “grace.” The NASB translates the word with “grace” throughout Colossians (1:2, 6; 3:16; 
4:6, 18) except in this text.    Paul’s point is we are to be lavish in the way we sing.   
 
• The Word of God dwells through giving thanks (v. 17b [gratitude]) 

 
“If New Testament theology is a theology of grace, the practical response to that grace is 
gratitude – gratitude in action as well as in word.”  (F.F. Bruce, Colossians, 138). 

 
It is of interest that the apostle would speak of love and gratitude and all the rest of these 
positive qualities as something we are to put on as if such ideas would be foreign to the reader.  
How many times have we heard the news of someone who is attacked and killed by their pet 
lion or python or buffalo?  We sit back and think, “Are you crazy?”  We say to ourselves, 
“Really, what were you thinking?”  Consider the following story of a snake owner who was 
straggled to death by the snake. 

 
Nebraska Man Killed by Pet Snake, Police Say Published June 10, 2010 Associated Press  

 
OMAHA, Neb. -- A suburban Omaha man has died after being strangled by his 9-foot, 25-
pound pet boa constrictor, authorities said Thursday. Cory Byrne, 34, of Papillion died 
Wednesday night at a local hospital, just hours after police and paramedics pried the snake 
from around his neck, police said. Byrne had been showing the snake to a friend when it 
wrapped around his shoulders and neck and squeezed, Sarpy County Attorney Lee Polikov 
said. An officer was called to Byrne's apartment near downtown Papillion around 5:40 p.m. The 
officer found Byrne on the ground with the snake still around his neck. Paramedics soon 
arrived and helped get the snake off Byrne and into a cage. The Nebraska Humane Society in 
Omaha has taken custody of the male red-tailed boa constrictor, said spokesman Mark Langan. 
The snake appears to have been well-fed, said Langan, who added he did not know what 

might have led the snake to strangle its owner. 

 
Yet do we not often find we have made a “pet” of our “favorite” sins?  Do we not read the last 
line of the above article and ask ourselves, “What were they thinking?”  The snake simply did 
what it was designed to do; so also our flesh and our new nature.   
 
Fallen flesh sins; this is what it does and it can do nothing other than this.  Sin is always going 
to cost us more than we desire to pay, keep us longer than we desire to stay, and take us 
further than we desire to go.  The wages of sin are always death (Rom. 6:23; James 1:15).  
 
Our new nature which is the very life of Christ, exhibits righteousness because this is what it is 
and does.  Although instruction is necessary because of the natural progression of growth, 
something is significantly wrong when the church of Jesus Christ needs to be persistently 
reminded of their need to look like what they are.  The qualities noted are not something we 
should endeavor to put on as if their absence is possible.  Friend, if you are a snake you will act 
like a snake.  And if you are a Christian, you will love, forgive, and give thanks. 
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The final word of instruction from the apostle to the church in this paragraph is “let the 
supremacy of Christ permeate” (v. 17).  When Scripture speaks of “in the name,” its 
ideological synonym is “the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31).  Live your life to the glory of God.  
The consequence of God’s peace ruling, His joy overflowing, and His Word dwelling is the 
glorification of His name in every activity of life (v. 17).  This is learning to live in the Story.  
Paul’s selection of these qualities is directly tied to the situation and needs of the fellowship in 
Colossi. 
 
Unfortunately, we are not so different.  We need to be reminded and are to receive Paul’s 
instruction as to what His person and work mean in us and through us to those around us.  In 
light of this text let us consider the following three thoughts. 
 
First, have we been clothed in the garment of Christ’s righteousness?  If not, then today is the 
day of salvation.  Believe in Jesus Christ and be saved (John 1:12; Rom. 10:13).  Second, are we 
learning to know the garment we wear?  By receiving instruction, admonition, participating in 
singing, and giving thanks, the Word of God is enabled to richly dwell in our head and heart.  
And finally, are we living the Christ-life?  Our answer to such simple instruction should be 
yes.   
 

28 “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest. 29 Take My 
[garment of righteousness] upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in 
heart, and YOU WILL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS. 30 For My [garment of 

righteousness] is easy and My burden is light” (Matt. 11:28-30). 


