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Introduction


Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth.


John 17:17


[image: ]


Colossians 3 has changed my life. 


In 2002, I began memorizing Colossians 3:1-17. When you memorize a passage rather than a random verse here or there, your mind is filled with an entire system of thought, not merely an idea. Colossians 3 is a very rich passage, comprising a complete picture of our life in Christ, so it made an ideal choice to memorize. 


It takes me a while to memorize a passage. I printed a few verses on a note card and carried it with me everywhere I went. I said it over and over in the morning, and throughout the day. Each night I fell asleep reciting as many verses as I could. In about a month or two I had it memorized. I continued to recite it as often as I could each day, and soon the ideas and images in the passage began to permeate my thoughts. Each day, I found a new application for some part of the passage.


A few years later  I gathered a group of twenty-five people to field-test a curriculum I was creating, called the Apprentice series, to teach us how to develop Christlikeness. Knowing how powerful memorizing this passage had been for me, I asked everyone in the class to do the same. No one objected, though a few people told me initially they were certain they could not do it. I told them they could if they broke it down, verse by verse. After a month or so everyone in the class could recite Colossians 3:1-17. Over the next six months we went through the material and the exercises found in the series. In nearly every class session someone would make a reference to Colossians 3. They would say things like, “The other day I was thinking about how my life in Christ has changed, and I thought about that image of changing clothes in Colossians 3:12, about how I have taken off things like anger and put on things like compassion.”


Over the next four years I would ask each new group who went through the curriculum to memorize this text. All in all, over a hundred people went through the curriculum and memorized Colossians 3, and each of them shared some new insight into the passage I had never seen before. Now, ten years later, this passage is even more fascinating for me than when I began. 


One of the things you notice when you memorize a passage is that single words stand out. In the classes we found ourselves saying, “Why does Paul say Jesus is seated at the right hand of God in verse 1? Does that word matter? It must, because Paul never wasted words. So, what does it mean? What does it mean in my life?” 


Jesus is called the Logos in the first chapter of John’s Gospel. Logos is the Greek word for “Word.” John is telling us that Jesus is the Word of God who became flesh. One day it hit me: just as the Word became flesh in Jesus, so also our flesh becomes a word. The words in Colossians 3 have become enfleshed in my life.


Words are powerful. We are shaped by words. Words contain ideas, and they shape the way we see God, ourselves and all of reality. Single words from Colossians 3 began to bounce around in my mind, forming a new understanding of the gospel, a new awareness of who I am, and who my brothers and sisters in Christ are. I began to love the words in this passage:



	•
	 raised





	•
	 hidden 





	•
	 wrath 





	•
	 knowledge 





	•
	 affections 





	•
	 peace 





	•
	 gratitude 





	•
	 name 




As I probed into these single words, they began to yield a deeper understanding of what it means to be an apprentice of Jesus. I found them to be a kind of corrective to many of my false ideas. 


Examining the word hidden, for example, opened up a whole new understanding of our life in Christ. I knew from Romans 6 that those of us who have been baptized into Christ have died, were crucified with Jesus and raised with him. But in Colossians 3:3 Paul tells us that this new life in Christ is hidden with Christ in God. I had no idea what this mystery meant, but as I began to delve deeper into this word (and parallel passages) a new understanding of what it means to have my life hidden in Christ emerged, and with it a deeper gratitude to God and a more solid confidence in Jesus than ever before.


My aim in this book is to take you on this journey with me. I tried, in each of the thirty chapters, to bring out the rich insights each word had provided for me. The goal here was not to excavate some scholarly insights, but to bring forth the main truth of the word or phrase in such a way that you, the reader, will find encouragement, refreshment and enthusiasm. Paul wrote his letter to the Colossians not to give them an academic treatise on Christian theology but to tell his readers a story—the greatest story the world has ever heard. It is a story about love, self-sacrifice, new life, victory over evil, transformation, compassion, forgiveness and glory. It is the story of the extravagant love of the Trinity, who engaged in a divine conspiracy to redeem, reconcile, forgive, heal and draw all people into an intimate relationship of love.


The only way to tell a story is to use words. 


How to Use This Book 


The chapters in this book are short in length, making it ideal to use as a daily devotional. Since there are thirty chapters, it could be used for a one-month introduction to the hidden life in Christ. Or you may find that covering one text a day doesn’t allow enough reflection time. Feel free to find the pace that is most grace-filled for you.


Each brief chapter focuses on some very deep truths from Scripture. For those who have read and practiced the exercises in the Apprentice series, this book will be a helpful encouragement for the sacred journey. Those who are unfamiliar with the Apprentice series should find this book an easy entry point into a deeper life with Christ. 


Every chapter contains an exercise or practice (“Living into the Truth”), as well as a summation of the main point of the chapter (“Affirmation”) and a written prayer (“Prayer”) that is designed to move you deeper into the truths of the word. In addition, each chapter concludes with a few reflection questions that can be used either by individuals or in a group discussion. Thus, this book can be used privately or as part of a small group. 


The best way to get the most out of this book is to 


1. read the chapter 


2. engage in the daily/weekly exercise


3. repeat the summative affirmation throughout the day/week 


4. answer the questions using a journal 


5. meet with a fellow Christ-follower or small group to discuss it together


As you go along, I encourage you also to take on the challenge of memorizing Colossians 3. It will transform your mind and heart. 


May God, through the Holy Spirit, take these words and fill them with life and energy, reaching into your soul, through your mind and down into your heart, giving you joy and encouragement in your sacred journey.


 


James Bryan Smith


 


 


Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.


Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. Because of these, the wrath of God is coming. You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. But now you must also rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. Here there is no Gentile or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all.


Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.


Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts. And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.


—Colossians 3:1-17 
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Raised


Since, then, you have been raised with Christ . . .


Colossians 3:1
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Last year, I got a phone call you never want to receive. A friend called to tell me that a good, long-time friend had died. Sheryl and I went to college together and worked together, and she and her husband, Doug, had been some of our closest friends. The four of us spent long summer evenings on their deck, laughing under the stars. We took vacations together, enjoying every minute. She was full of energy, very bright and a deeply dedicated apprentice of Jesus. Her death shattered me. She was only fifty-two, and left behind a husband and a seven-year-old son. I ached for days and suspect I will never get over it, but merely get through it.


A tragedy, to be sure.


But rumors of her demise are greatly exaggerated. She now rules and reigns in the heavens, and knowing Sheryl, she is probably running a small galaxy somewhere. I will see her again. And her dear husband, Doug, a dedicated Christ-follower, will also see her again and, in the meanwhile, survive, as well as young Paul, because God is good, and very near. 


Death is the great enemy, but it has been defeated. Sin is the great destroyer, but it too has been defeated. Both of these menaces have been defeated by the greatest event the world has ever witnessed: the resurrection of Jesus.


Every single issue in life, every problem we face, every hope we have—absolutely everything hinges on the resurrection of Jesus.


That is a bold statement, but I have come to believe that it is true. Life’s fundamental questions—such as, Who am I? What happens when we die? How do we grow in holiness in this life? What is the reason for our hope?—all find their answer in the resurrection.


Jesus’ death and resurrection were God’s divine victory over that which plagues us, giving us freedom and hope. But they are even more. The death and resurrection of Jesus are also our death and resurrection. Paul wrote,


I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. (Galatians 2:19-20 nrsv)


The old me, the old Jim, has died. When I put my confidence in Jesus as the Son of God and resurrected Lord of all, my old way of living ended. Before I lived “with no God,” and now I live a “with-God life.” Before I was on my own, trying to establish my identity and worth. Now I am in intimate fellowship with “the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” My worth has been established by Jesus, who died for me in order to have a relationship with me.


And it is all a gift from God. I did nothing to deserve it. He did not die merely to get me into heaven, but to get heaven into me. His life—pure and powerful—now lives in me. I am in Christ, and Christ is in me. Paul begins Colossians 3 with “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ,” because that is the fundamental truth about who I am, and that truth determines how I live and where I will spend eternity. This truth affects my ethics. I do all I do (put away sin, put on holiness, give glory to God in all I do) because Jesus, and I, have been resurrected.


The rest of Colossians 3 shows us how Christians ought to live. Paul’s admonitions (stop lying, bear each other’s burdens, live in harmony, forgive and love each other, accept everyone) are all based on the co-resurrection his hearers have experienced. They are not a list of legalistic rules; they are expressions of how Christ-followers live because Jesus lives in them. 


The glorious truth is that we can now begin putting sin to death! We can trust that our very lives are hidden with Jesus, safe and secure. We can build our lives on the hope of eternal bliss because Jesus paid and paved the way, and is seated at the right hand of God, praying for us.


What are you facing today? Trouble in your family? Financial hardship? The loss of something—a person, a relationship, a job, perhaps a dream? Believe it or not, the resurrection of Jesus is your answer. In Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, God reconciled the world, overcame its evil with good, and stands as the ultimate reality about our world. Whatever we face, we do not face it alone, but with the One who now rules and reigns in the heavens, prays for us and will see to it that in the end we will laugh until it hurts, because the beauty of God is overwhelming.


Jesus is the King of the universe, the ruler of all. You and I and my dear friend Sheryl have been raised with him, alive to the world above, where he is. And since Jesus is now in the position of authority as the resurrected Lamb and Lion, nothing, absolutely nothing, can prevent our access to God and his glorious realm. That is why we live with no insecurity, either about our salvation or the final outcome of everything. God gets the last word. And God is good. And it is going to be well. All manner of things will be well.


At Sheryl’s funeral one of her favorite songs was sung: “Give Me Jesus.” The lyrics proclaim,


Oh when I come to die,


Oh when I come to die,


Oh when I come to die,


Give me Jesus.


Give me Jesus. Give me Jesus.


You can have all this world,


But give me Jesus.


That was her prayer, and that prayer was answered, in this life and in the next. She was given Jesus, because Jesus gave himself to her, and she was wise enough to accept the gift. The next time I see her we will laugh under the stars until our sides hurt. 


Living into the Truth


As Christians we put a lot of focus on the cross. It is at the center of most churches and the subject of most sermons. We even wear it on necklaces. In contrast, little attention is paid to the resurrection. Without the resurrection, evil would have won. The resurrection is God’s great YES to the world. Perhaps we would do well to have “empty tombs” on our necklaces. But short of that, we would do well to reflect on the victory of God that we see in the resurrection.


Take time to meditate on the empty tomb. Say to yourself, “He did it!” over and over. Dwell on the reality that death has been defeated, on the truth that you have been raised with Jesus and that you will never die. Read Matthew 27:61–28:20, which tells the story of how Jesus burst forth from the grave and began a revolution of love and power made perfect in surrender.


Affirmation


Jesus rose from the grave. There is nothing I cannot rise from. Even death cannot hold me down. Nothing can separate me from the love of God in Christ Jesus.


Prayer


Gracious Abba, thank you for sending your Son, Jesus, to die and to rise, to defeat sin and death and all that plagues humanity. His resurrection not only proves your victory but gives me new life, salvation and hope. Thank you.


Reflection  


Have you known, and been living your Christian life from, this reality (that you died and rose with Jesus)? If not, why do you suppose it was never explained to you? What difference can this insight have in your life as an apprentice of Jesus?


What things from your life before being raised with Christ are you holding on to that are hindering you from experiencing the freedom given in Christ?
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With


So if you have been raised with Christ . . .


Colossians 3:1 (nrsv)
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For almost twenty years I had a beat-up, old, broken-down mower. Each spring I dreaded going to the shed and pulling it out and fighting it all summer. Two years ago it finally gave out, and it was time for a new mower. So I went eagerly to the hardware store and bought a brand new, self-propelled, state-of-the-art mower. It was a thing of beauty. It started with one pull. It mowed the grass with ease, and the self-propelled mechanism seemed to pull me along for the ride. I was no longer mowing; I was taking a stroll behind a powerful machine that practically mowed without me.


The following spring I went out to get the mower from the shed, and there it was, all shiny and ready to eat grass. I began mowing, and about halfway through the backyard I noticed I was sweating profusely. My arms and legs were exhausted. I had two thoughts come into my mind: one, I am out of “mowing” shape, and two, this mower is really heavy and hard to maneuver. Then it hit me: I was not using the self-propelled mechanism. The mower, by itself, is rather heavy and hard to push and turn if you, like me, are not bright enough to squeeze the lever that activates the power drive. Once I squeezed the lever, behold, the mower took off without my effort, and I was once again along for a nice stroll.


My experience with the mower illustrates something true about the Christian life: when we have been raised with Christ, we are now “in Christ,” and Christ is “in us”; we have a new capacity, a new energy, a new power to live the Christian life. It is activated not by squeezing a lever but by aligning our minds and hearts with the available power of the kingdom of God that is now among us and in us (Colossians 1:27). When we do, we find ourselves pulled along for a very nice ride. We work, but we don’t sweat. We act, but a stronger, greater, quieter power is acting within and around us. 


This whole idea can be summed up by one word: with. It is a small word, a boring preposition we almost always overlook. But it is a powerful word. I once heard a preacher talk about this little word, about how it’s present—but overlooked—throughout the Bible. He talked about how God was with Abraham, how the Bible says God was with David and with Esther and with Solomon and, most especially, with Jesus (Acts 10:38). In fact, one of Jesus’ names is Immanuel, which means “God with us.” We have a choice between two ways to live: with God or without God. The first way is like mowing with the self-propelled engine; the second is like mowing without it. The first way is easy; the second is hard.


I am not saying that life with God, or the with-God life, is without pain or struggle, but I am saying that the with-God life provides a strength we do not possess, so that no matter what we face—our joys or sorrows, our triumphs or temptations—we have a power at work within us that changes the way we live.


My greatest regret as a Christian is the fact that, for many, many years, I thought faith amounted to keeping a set of rules. My greatest source of frustration came from the fact that I tried, for many years, to live the Christian life by my own strength. Let me explain.


After I accepted Jesus as my Lord and Savior I found myself changing—from the inside. My inner world was shifting. New thoughts and new emotions came sprouting out like tulips in the spring. It was almost as if something was alive in me, perhaps what a pregnant woman feels like. I had these new cravings: I wanted to read the Bible, a book that previously had made no sense to me but now suddenly did make sense. And more than that, simply reading it made me feel strange things like peace and inspiration to do what it was telling me to do. I actually found myself wanting to go to church. Within a year or so I became part of organized Christianity. 


I soon found myself faced with a lot of rules. I had older Christians tell me that Christians were forbidden from doing certain things (going to parties, having sex) and were commanded to do certain other things (read the Bible, pray). There was something in me that was drawn to this kind of rule keeping. It made sense. The problem was that I did not live up to the standards I professed to live by. Sure, I could pray and serve others, but I also found myself frustrated at trying to maintain the image when in reality I still got angry, still lusted and still wanted to go to parties, even if I didn’t go. Mostly I was just faking it. I assumed God was frustrated with me, and I was miserable.
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