Series: This Is The Christian Life

# 1 – “Real Life”

Colossians 3: 1-11

 I must say it is good to be back with you, my church family. I so appreciated the grace of sabbatical time and feel like I accomplished everything I intended during this time. In the week to come I will be posting on the church website some musings from my time away so that you might know what I did and experienced. Thank you again for your love and support in granting me this respite. I am truly blessed to be able to serve you as your pastor.

 Before leaving on my sabbatical, I planned a series of 5 sermons on the topic of the Christian life that we begin today. The scripture texts for these sermons are all taken from the lectionary passages for the day. They are diverse biblical passages – New and Old Testament. But they all seem to have a common thread of teaching us about what it means to live as Christian people. Which I think is pretty important for us to know. How many Christians do we have here today? Yes, quite a few. And so it is crucial for us who profess faith in Christ, to know how we are meant to live.

 We begin today with a New Testament epistle – Paul’s letter to the Colossians. Listen now to the Word of the Lord:

Read 

Colossians 3: 1-11

 Have you ever wondered what is truly real? Have you ever asked yourself what is reality and what is illusory? Last week I went to see the new hit movie, Inception, starring Leonardo DiCapprio. I’ve always been a sci-fi fan and this movie did not disappoint. It is a film that constantly keeps you wondering what’s real and what’s a dream; what’s fact and what’s fantasy. Have you ever wondered what’s real?

 Some of us old enough, recall a television series from the 80’s called St. Elsewhere, a medical drama set in a hospital in the poor South End of Boston called St. Eligius. For 7 seasons we got to know the doctors and nurses, the citizens of that community, but in the final episode called “The Last One,” we discover that the whole story has been the imaginations of an autistic boy named Tommy. Have you ever wondered what it real and what is illusory?

 In our first sermon in this series, I want to begin by positing a proposition to you that I hope we will build on over the next 5 weeks – a premise that might feel a little unnerving at first, but live with it a while and I hope you will find it to be true for you. The proposition is this:

The Christian life is your real life.

 The person who got me to thinking about this premise was a Presbyterian whose scholarship has enriched us all and whom I got to hear speak at a luncheon last month at the General Assembly in Minneapolis. Dr. Eugene Peterson is the author of The Message, a contemporary translation of the Bible that has opened up the scriptures in new and fresh ways for our generation. As I read today’s passage in The Message, I was taken by the way Peterson translated vv, 3-4

Your old life is dead. Your new life, which is your real life—even though invisible to spectators—is with Christ in God. He is your life. When Christ (your real life, remember) shows up again on this earth, you'll show up, too—the real you, the glorious you.

 I think Peterson is on to something and I invite you to play with his idea about the Christian life. As Christians – as those who Paul says have “died and have risen with Christ,” – we have a different life now. And the life we have been given in Jesus is our real life. 

 The Apostle Paul here seems to be saying that life in its deepest, most real sense is not simply to be found in ourselves alone, but in what Christ has done for us. In his letter to the Galatians, Paul says it like this:

I have been crucified with Christ; 20and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. (Galatians 2:19b-20a)
 So if Christ is our real life and if Christ is living in us, here’s another question: Why do we find it so hard to live the real Christian life; so difficult to be the persons Jesus really wants us to be? I think Paul suggests an answer to that question. He does tell us that our real life is given to us by faith in Christ. However, Paul also writes in v. 3:

“For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God?”

“Your life is hidden.” When something is hidden, it is not obvious to the sight is it? It has to be search for and uncovered, if it is to be seen. That is the case for our real lives in Christ as well. They have to be uncovered and that is something we spend our whole lives doing.

 Very interestingly, the word “hidden” in the original Greek is kryptos. It’s the root of such English words as “cryptogram” like word puzzles in the newspaper that involves breaking a code; or “cryptic” like a puzzling remark not fully understood. Something encrypted is literally “hidden away” and to understand it requires breaking a code.  Consider the meaning of Colossian 3:3 if we use the Greek word in the text:

“For you have died, and your life is encrypted with Christ in God?”

 So why is it so difficult to live this real life we have been given in Christ? It’s because it is “encrypted.” It is a mystery to be solved; a code to be broken and we will spend all of our days decoding it. However, the key to the code is Christ. They closer we get to Jesus each and everyday - to the way he lived and the ways he taught - the more we come to understand the realness of this life we have been given as Christian people. (see Leonard I. Sweet, Homiletics, July-August 2010, p.46)

 This is your real life. This life of following Jesus is the real life. It may feel illusory and fuzzy at times, because remember, it’s encrypted. But stay near the code-breaker Jesus and it will be uncovered. And here are three ways Paul suggests we stay near Jesus and begin to decrypt this real life we have been given in him. First of all, he suggests we…

…Look above.

In vv 1-2 and Paul says:

So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. 2Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth.

 The 19th century German author Heinrich Hoffman penned a children’s classic called Struwwelpeter, a collection of stories about children misbehaving. He wrote it as a kind of moral primer for children. One story in the book is called “Hans Guck-in die Luft.” (Translated “Johnny Head-in-the-Air.”)

 Johnny heads off to school, head lifted up looking at the clouds. As he walks along, he trips over an unnoticed dog and goes tumbling and lands in a heap – Johnny, dog and schoolbooks. Later in the story, Johnny is walking along the edge of the river, once again, head in the air looking at the sights above him. The book is illustrated and depicts the fish in the river staring up at Johnny as he mindlessly strides over the brink of the river. He picks himself up, dripping and shivering and the next illustration show the fish laughing at him and taunting him for his head-in-the-air folly. (as told by H. Armin Moellering at www.goodpreacher.com)

 Is that what Paul is inviting us to do my charging us to “seek the things that are above?” To walk around with our head-in-the-clouds, to – as the old saying goes - become so heavenly-minded that we are no earthly good?”

 Not at all! What Paul is suggesting, is that the way we begin to live into this real life we have been given in Christ is to have a higher perspective; a loftier vision than we can have from our perch on this earth. Once again, I go back to our old friend Eugene Peterson in The Message for some illumination. He translates vv.1and 2 this way:

“Pursue the things over which Christ presides. Don't shuffle along, eyes to the ground, absorbed with the things right in front of you. Look up, and be alert to what is going on around Christ—that's where the action is. See things from his perspective.”

 We can begin to decrypt the realness of life by looking above. The 4th century theologian Athanasius once described the human plight as a misdirection of the senses. He wrote that human beings “have turned their eyes no longer upward but downward.” (Marianne Meye Thompson, Colossians & Philemon, The Two Horizons New Testament Commentary, p.71)

How very true that is. Our world is impoverished by the lack of people who can lift not only their eyes but also their hearts out the moral muck and mud of this world. Christians are called to fix the eyes of our hearts on the higher, nobler things, not so we can stand over others and look down our noses at them, but so we might be empowered to bring a little heaven to earth. For the only thing worse than being so heavenly-minded that you’re no earthly good, is to be so earthly-minded that you’re no heavenly good. Christians are called to be some heavenly good on this earth as we live out our real lives. Look above. Secondly as we try to decode this real life we have been give, Paul suggests we…

…Delve within.

 Vv. 5-11 are proof that Paul is not telling us to live some kind of esoteric, other-worldly existence, but to live our real lives in Christ here in this real world by delving within ourselves and looking at what needs to be changed in our character and behavior. In these verses, Paul says that those who have been “raised with Christ” will act differently. Some things have to go and Paul lists them:

 “Sexual promiscuity, impurity, lust, doing whatever you feel like whenever you feel like it, and grabbing whatever attracts your fancy.” (v.5)

 And then Paul’s continues:

 “Bad temper, irritability, meanness, profanity, dirty talk and lying.” (vv 8-9a)

The move toward our real live; our true lives in Christ, calls us to delve within and see if any of these kinds of things exist and to begin now to be rid of them. And the truth is they exist in every one of us. “No one is good, no not one” said Jesus. But Jesus died and rose again in order to make it possible for us to strive toward goodness and when we do, we will be living into our real lives; the life that is offered to is in Christ.

 To begin to uncover this real life we must look above and delve within. And finally Paul also suggests that we…

…Open outward.

  One of the greatest challenges of the early church was seeing its diversity as a strength. The church of the first century was without a doubt one of the most egalitarian societies in the culture. It brought together people of every different stripe and declared to them “you are one in Christ Jesus.” But that unity was not easily achieved, and it still is not today. Just like back then we still want to label one another today, don’t we?

 Liberal and conservative; white and black and brown; gay and straight; pro-choice and pro-life; citizen and illegal immigrant; Barbarian and Scythian; slave and free; Jew and Gentile; male and female.

Someone very astutely observed that when you get caught up in the “rat race” you begin to view each other as rats. However, in our real lives, all labels must fall and we must open outward to one another. We are all in this together. We are not fellow rats, but we are brothers and sisters in Christ and I have to open myself outward to you if I am going to fully discover the real life Christ has in store for me.

 Paul said it so beautifully: “Christ is all and in all.” 

Or as The Message puts it:

“From now on everyone is defined by Christ, everyone is included in Christ.”

You see I need you and you need me - in all of our different-ness - on this journey of discovering our real lives. The labels are not real. People are real and in people Christ lives.

 This is the Christian life. It is real life. May we discover that more and more as we look further at life in Christ in the weeks to come. Amen.
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