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The Apostle Paul loved the Colossians.  
That may seem a bit strange because this was not a church he had founded.  Nor was it one he had visited on his many travels.  He had only heard about them.  But he loved what he heard.  They possessed great faith in Christ and great love for the saints.  They were growing Christians, learning daily how to live faithfully as disciples of Jesus.  And Paul couldn’t help but love them.

But when you love someone, you can’t help but try to protect them.  And that is the way Paul felt.

Some teachers had come to Colossae [kuh loss e] and were threatening the flock.  They were sophisticated and persuasive folk, and their arguments were impressive and appealing.  What they suggested was that the Christian teachings that had been handed down to them were too narrow or unrefined.  They proposed a more worldly approach, one that mixed the wisdom and practices of other religions with Christianity.  They suggested that Jesus, while important, was only one of many divine beings, no better or worse than any other.  They proposed new practices, many of which ran counter to the faith.  And so Paul bowed his back and warned his children to flee.  
“See to it,” he says, “that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit.”  That sounds pretty benign, but in truth it is an urgent warning.  “Look out!  Beware!” he is saying. “Don’t let them enslave you with false teachings.”  Like a mother protecting her children, Paul tries to protect those he loves from leaders who would beguile them with vacuous philosophies and false teachings.  He wants to warn them before it is too late.

I am not sure we have the luxury of warning people before they are captured by philosophies and empty deceit.  I think they already have been.  Our challenge is to help people—people in the church—see the grip such teachings have on them.  The challenge is helping each other see the philosophies that enslave us.

What philosophies?

How about “individualism?”  
“Individualism” is the belief that the person or individual “should take precedence over the interests of the state or social group.”
  That, in itself, is commendable.  None of us would want to return to the days in which the government or the tribe or the clan dictated our lives.

Yet today many of us are captive to the cult of radical individualism.  Everything revolves around the individual’s wants.  I noted in a recent newsletter how individualism undermines marriage, by making the union all about meeting each person’s needs.
  If one partner decides he is not getting what he needs or isn’t happy or fulfilled, divorce follows, regardless of the damage done to the spouse, children or community.

In the same way, radical individualism undermines other institutions.  Our social fabric is torn as people become self-absorbed and withdraw from social or political involvement.  Schools are undermined as moms and dads become too busy with their own lives to aid their children.  Churches struggle as people measure them not on fidelity to the gospel but on whether they “meet my needs.”
But individualism is just one philosophy that enslave us.  Another is “materialism.”  

Materialists view the world as sort of a giant terrarium.  It is a “self-contained system of natural causes.”  All that exists is the material world, that which can be seen, touched or measured.  Of course, that leaves no place for God or Holy Spirit, miracles or resurrection, heaven or hell.  All that matters is matter.

While the cult of materialism is small compared to individualism, don’t underestimate its influence.  For more than a century, debates have raged over what to make of Jesus’ miracles.  Materialists have shaped the debate, and they have led many to believe miracles simply do not happen.  That has led to the story of Jesus’ birth being dismissed as myth, or even a cover up of Mary’s rape by a Roman soldier.  Christ’s healings have been reinterpreted as parables, and the resurrection accounts have been reduced to, at best, pious error or, at worst, a horrible deception.

How many of us have doubted the power of Jesus to heal?  How many of us have approached Easter morning with doubts?   That is materialism’s hand upon us.

Then there’s “consumerism.”  

Every Advent for years preachers railed against “consumerism,” the “preoccupation with…the buying of consumer goods.”
  They recognized that the culture’s emphasis on Christmas shopping diverted attention from the birth of Christ.  But we don’t hear those sermons anymore—in part because consumerism has overwhelmed us.  Today the cult of consumerism shouts from every TV and computer screen, every radio and billboard, “Buy, buy, buy, and buy some more.” It tells us that we are what we drive and the right beer will make life complete.

Even Gary Trudeau, the author of Doonesbury, recognized consumerism’s hold on Christians. In one cartoon Pastor Sloane is showing a prospective couple around his church.  All is well as he takes them by the food court, fitness center and interpretive dance studios, but then he mentions preaching on people being recovering sinners.  The couple is aghast.  “We’re looking for a church…where we can feel good about ourselves,” the wife says, suggesting to her husband that they go visit the Unitarians.

Like many in our culture, they have been shaped by the cult of consumerism.

Of course, there are other such philosophies.  We have talked before about “relativism.”  It assumes that “all points of view are equally valid, and that all truth is relative to the individual.”
  It is what leads people to say, "It is true for you, but not for me."   

And like the other “isms,” relativism has a point.  Some things can be relative.  How you rear children can be culturally determined.  One way may be no truer than another.  But the most common form of relativism is religious.  It is, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger once said, “the real religion of modern man.”
  Its premise is that all religions are equally valid.  Christianity is no truer than Buddhism which is not truer than Islam which is no truer than Scientology which is no truer than Wicca.  It is whatever’s true for you.

Relativism long ago gripped Christianity.  Theologians have sought to revise—or maybe I should say “relativize”—biblical texts.  Jesus saying, “I am the way, the truth and the life; no one comes to the Father except through me” is dismissed as hyperbole.  Peter declaring that “there is salvation in no one else [but Jesus]” is discounted as overly enthusiastic rhetoric.
   In Washington there is now a Sufi-Christian Church and in California a Methodist seminary planning to train Jewish, Buddhist, Muslim, Hindu and other clergy.

While we may find those efforts odd, they make sense if all truth is relative.

There are other such philosophies—secularism, liberalism, nationalism, and, now, environmentalism.  While none of these is inherently bad, each has had a corrosive affect on the faith.  They have beguiled us.  Today many Christians, instead of declaring, “I believe in God, the Father Almighty, the Maker of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord…,” mumble something about God, if there is one, being a rather abstract being who we really can’t know and how Jesus was a really nice guy who taught people to be nice but was killed for it.  
Just as Paul feared, people have been kidnapped by empty deceit. 
But that is not the end of the story.  No one needs to remain enslaved.  What is necessary for freedom is a renewed confidence in the faith we have received.  What is necessary is a renewed appreciation for the fact that to know Jesus Christ is to know God.

Writes Paul:  “In [Christ] the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have been filled in him, who is the head of all rule and authority.”  In other words, in Jesus Christ God the Father, the invisible God, God the Maker of Heaven and Earth has been fully and finally revealed.  Those who know Christ, those who have been filled by him, those who have been baptized in him, those who have been raised with him, those who have been forgiven because of him, have come to fullness of life.  Nothing else is necessary to know God and the life we are to live.  Human philosophies or other religious teaching can add nothing to what has been revealed about God and life in him.  Christ is sufficient.

Let’s be clear here.  Paul is not saying that there is nothing to learn from others.  In fact, there were apparently some areas of agreement between Paul and those he feared would lead the Colossians astray.  But Paul knows that Christians must reject as contrary to the truth any teaching that demotes Christ to an inferior place in the fullness of God or suggests that he is not the sole mediator between God and the world.
  Christ can never be reduced to one among many nor can any philosophy add to what he has done for us on the cross.  Christ alone is sufficient, and claiming that truth—or reclaiming that truth—sets us free.

For Paul, that was not exaggerated rhetoric but reality.  Remember, this is a man who had spent his entire life trying to fulfill the Law of Moses.  He was a Pharisee of the first order, faithful to the nth degree.  Yet after having come to know God in Jesus Christ, he gladly declared that Christ, and Christ alone, had freed him from the law, from sin and from death.

The same was true of the Colossians.  Paul deliberately reminds them that they had been “buried with Christ in baptism” and raised with him to new life.  He wants them to recall their life before coming to know Christ.  Back then they possessed a different set of values and practiced a different way of life and owed a different set of allegiances.  But they had chosen to put that life off to receive true life in Christ.  They didn’t need that old life or the life the philosophers were offering.  They had what they needed.  Christ was sufficient.  

William Willimon tells of a friend who admitted spending most of his prayer time making requests of God.  I’m sure some of his requests were noble.  Maybe he asked God to heal a sick acquaintance or comfort a grieving friend.  But chances are most of his prayers were for stuff—the right college, the perfect spouse, the better job, the corner office, the larger raise. 

Yet the man has reached a point where his prayers now focus now on thanking God.  Having come to recognize that Christ is all sufficient, that in him there is life at its best, he spends his time in prayer thanking God for all that he had done for him and for others.  Finally, he grasped the gospel, that in Christ God dwells and through Christ alone life comes. He was set free from our cultural obsession with possessions and achievements.

It is difficult to name the powers that would capture or have captured us.    We are so ensnared by them that we don’t even know it or realize what they are doing to us. 

Yet we need to see them and name them.  We need to know where they complement or corrupt the gospel.  But the only way to do that is to follow Paul’s counsel.  


Having “received Christ Jesus the Lord,” he says, “walk in him; be rooted in him; be built up in him; grow strong in the faith handed down to us; and let your hearts overflow in gratitude.”  Paul urges the Colossians and the church today to get back to the basics, to get back to the faith proclaimed in the New Testament, to get back to the faith handed down through the ages, to get back to the truth that God was in Jesus Christ who suffered and died but on the third day rose again for us and our salvation. 


 Paul calls us back to the gospel that changes lives.
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