Colossians: Transformed
Colossians: Ancient Truth for a Modern World (part 2)

January 17, 2016
by Dr. Scott F. Heine

The Disciplined Sentinel
21 steps. No more, no less.
At the end of those 21 steps, the Sentinel of the Tomb
turns and faces the monument. He remains focused for 21
seconds. Exactly. He then turns his head to face the opposite
direction, and he shifts his rifle to his outside shoulder away
from the tomb.
Another 21 seconds. Then another 21 steps. And this
solemn ceremony repeats itself… over and over… in silence
and honor, echoing the ideals of the 21-gun salute (which
itself is rooted in naval traditions dating back hundreds of
years around the world… an emptying of ammunition… a
demonstration that hostility has ended… an invitation to
finally experience peace… and the highest tribute a nation
can offer…)
This beautiful expression of honor to the fallen — which
many of us living in the DC suburbs have probably seen
multiple times — continues day and night all year long, as
the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier has been guarded
continuously since 1937.
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Becoming a decorated Sentinel of the Tomb is a lofty
ambition for anyone serving in the 3rd Regiment of the U.S.
Army. Incredibly high standards for service, fitness, social
life, and personal character, along with months of rigorous
training and evaluation, means that only a select few will
experience the honor and go on to receive the silver badge.
For example, being tested on their uniform preparation
allows for only 2 minor infractions — such as a single item
on the uniform being more than 1/64” out of place… and
there are more than 100 points of inspection. It’s like taking
a very difficult test at school, and 97% or below is a failing
grade.
But the Tomb Guards and Sentinels are deeply honored
for the privilege of representing the hearts and gratitude of
our nation for those who have sacrificed everything for our
sake. Those honorable soldiers are committed to working in
partnership with each other in every possible circumstance
— through hurricanes and heat-waves and bitter blizzards.

The Disciplined Christian
I’m sharing all this because I think there is a strong
parallel between the way those Sentinels of the Tomb
embrace their mission and the way the apostle Paul thought
of the role of every Christian… including you and me. After
all, Paul was a tough, disciplined guy. He pursued a career
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that required intense training, and he lived with constant
scrutiny. In fact, he invited it.
He wrote the Christians in Corinth, talking about how
runners push themseles so that they will be the best — the
winner — all to receive a badge of honor that is perishable.
Even the best of badges in this world only lasts a lifetime, but
Paul saw his relationship with God as the pursuit of an honor
that lasts forever.
But… and this is really important… Paul did not see
being a representative of Christ — an ambassador of honor
and grace — as something that he achieved through rigorous
training and discipline. Nor did he see the honor of being
“God’s Sentinel” (if you will) as something that he preserved
through his perseverance and commitment. Far too many
well-intentioned people have misunderstood God’s
presentation of Christianity as something that we work for
instead of work out.
Paul understood that a life of rigorous commitment,
dedication to the mission, personal self-discipline, pursuing
knowledge and dignity, and all of that — Paul knew that this
was what it meant to be a disciple, an apprentice or follower
of Christ. It’s not the way that honor is obtained or kept, but
rather the results of becoming that committed
representative of Christ’s glory and grace.
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So, when Paul writes his various New Testament letters
to groups of Christians in the 1st century, he addresses them
as people who are expected to be living out the honor that
has been given them. It’s as if he’s not writing to a group of
soldiers who hope to become Sentinels of the Tomb, but
rather to the men and women who have been given that
badge of honor and responsibility.
That’s the honor and expectation extended to you and
me. We’re men and women who have been decorated as the
forgiven, the redeemed, the adopted, the empowered, the
guardians of God’s glory, the representatives of Christ.
At no point in all of the New Testament does the idea of
God’s grace seek to “lower the bar” of what it means to be a
follower of Christ. Yes, the emphasis is always on what Christ
has done to make us who we are in him — and we’ll see that
as we look at the letter of Colossians today. But Paul does
not intend for his description of God’s amazing grace to give
us this portrait of a lazy, sluggish, out-of-shape, untrained,
uneducated, undisciplined Christian who just smiles away
and sings about how happy he is that God doesn’t place any
expectations upon him because God’s already done it all.
No, Paul regards all followers of Jesus as the best of the
best — the hand-selected few — the very adopted sons and
daughters of God Almighty who are transformed into the
elite Sentinels of the Lord’s honor and entrusted with the
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immeasurably important task of representing him to the
world.
So Paul begins his letter to the Colossians with these
words:
Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,
and Timothy our brother, To the saints and faithful
brothers in Christ at Colossae: Grace to you and
peace from God our Father. (Colossians 1:1–2 ESV)
Paul and his apprentice, Timothy, are writing this letter
together and sending it with their friend, Epaphras, as he
visits the Colossian church.
And right off the bat Paul addresses them as ὁ ἅγιος [ha
hágios] — “the holy ones.” The people who are absolutely
perfectly pure before God. Not even the least minor
infraction. Nothing missing. Nothing out of place. It’s simply
who they are. (And, as Paul later instructs that this letter be
shared with all who follow Christ, it’s who we are as well.)
He calls the Colossians “the faithful brothers” (which, by
the way, is gender neutral here for “siblings,” so “brothers &
sisters” are included ). Paul regards these people —
Christians he hasn’t even met yet — as a “band of
brothers,” so to speak. He would trust them with his life,
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because they’re trustworthy. And he’s committed to them
fully, because they’re family.
So you can see right at the beginning that God is “raising
the bar” (if you will) of our idea of what it means to belong to
him.

Being Thankful
And as Paul addresses these “cream of the crop” people
— these Christians in Colossae, these “holy, perfected”
people, these “faithful band of brothers” (as he talks to you
and me) — he launches into his letter with two thoughts in
mind.
First, he’s thankful.
We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ, when we pray for you, since we heard of
your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you
have for all the saints… (Colossians 1:3–4 ESV)
Paul may not have met these “holy, faithful brothers,”
but he’s excited about who they are and what they’re doing.
…we heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the
love that you have for all the saints… (Colossians 1:3–4 ESV)
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They’re trusting Christ with their lives, their purpose,
their forgiveness, their destinies.
…we heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the
love that you have for all the saints… (Colossians 1:3–4 ESV)
They’re committed to each other — a real team, giving
of themselves to serve God by serving the people around
them.
Paul goes on to say he’s excited that they’re holding
tight to their confident hope of God’s blessing that awaits
them ever since they first heard the gospel — the good news
of Jesus’ sacrifice on their behalf.
…The gospel, which has come to you, as indeed in
the whole world it is bearing fruit and increasing—
as it also does among you, since the day you heard
it and understood the grace of God in truth, (Colossians
1:5–6 ESV)

He’s thankful that this message is making a difference
in their lives, and that the message is spreading to their
friends and family.
He’s thankful that they understand God’s grace — that
our relationship with him is based on his gift to us,
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accomplished by what he has done for us, not dependent
upon our own efforts.
Basically, Paul is taking a good look at these Christians
in Colossae and he’s excited about what he sees. Great stuff
is going on.
But catch this: He doesn’t congratulate them on a job
well done. He thanks God for their transformation. In fact, he
doesn’t really give them any credit at all, beyond the
encouraging compliment that he’s hearing great stuff about
their lives.
It would be like sitting down for coffee with one of the
decorated Sentinels of the Tomb, listening to all that they’ve
gone through in order to experience that honored post,
looking them over and being impressed by their attention to
detail and their obvious personal discipline, and then saying,
“Wow. I have to hand it to your commanding officer.
He did an amazing job with you. It must be awesome
to be the results of all his hard work and sacrifice on
your behalf. Here you are, this amazing soldier, all
because of him. Hats off to that guy!”
Paul isn’t denying that the Christians in Colossae faced
some big challenges as they stepped away from Greek
paganism and embraced not only the God of the Hebrews
but the fuller story of how he entered creation, fulfilled the
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Law, became a substitute for our judgment, and set us free
from the stubborn power of sin.
Obviously the Colossian Christians had choices to make
and work to do. They were making huge sacrifices in their
lives for the sake of the good news of God’s grace.
And God still gets all the credit.

Ancient Truth, Modern World
Which is exactly how it’s supposed to be. Being a
follower of Jesus isn’t supposed to be easy. Well, that is, not
“easy” in terms of “simple” or “convenient.”
Jesus told his disciples, “If anyone would come after
me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and
follow me.” (Matthew 16:24 ESV)
Following Christ means giving up our old lives,
embracing self-sacrifice and self-discipline, and
surrendering the leadership of our daily experiences to him.
It’s a total commitment… a complete and uncompromising
response to being given this incredible new identity as God’s
holy, faithful family.

Page 9 of 20

Present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and
acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.
(Romans 12:1 ESV)

Your very life — all that you are, all that you have, all
that you do — placed on the altar before God. Complete
surrender. Total commitment.
Yes, Jesus said…
“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden,
and I will give you rest.” (Matthew 11:28 ESV)
“Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I
am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest
for your souls.” (Matthew 11:29 ESV)
“For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”
(Matthew 11:30 ESV)

But what makes our journey with Christ “easy” and
“light” isn’t a lack of commitment and self-sacrifice on our
part. Like those dedicated soldiers patiently counting out
every 21 seconds in every conceivable condition day after
day, year after year, we’re called to follow Christ with
unwavering dedication, determination, and discipline. No
doubt about it.
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What makes that experience “easy” and “light” and a
“resting place for our souls” (as Jesus says) is because we
end up yoked to him. It’s his yoke.
The burden of responsibility is Christ’s. It belongs to
him. He invites us to be bound to him as he carries out the
task of bringing forgiveness and love, grace and new life, to
the people all around us. Yes, that means we’re bound. He
stretches this yoke that’s resting on his shoulders across our
shoulders as well. And being close to him means going
where he leads, doing what he does, and basically being
totally committed to him. It’s giving up everything…
completely surrendered and relentlessly dedicated… living
sacrifices for his honor.
But he’s carrying the weight. He’s making it all happen.
So he gets all the credit.
And thus, as Paul begins his letter to the Colossians, he
starts by thanking God for the incredible people the
Colossians have become.
And God gets all the credit for all the ways you and I are
being transformed in our own lives.


When we discover some new truth, it’s not our
ingenuity at work but the Spirit’s illuminating power
at work in us.
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When we experience victory over some old sinful
habit and begin reflecting Christ’s righteousness, it’s
not our self-discipline that made it happen (even
though self-discipline may have been what God was
using in our lives). God gets the credit for our victory.
So, just like Paul, we should embrace the truth of who
we are because of what God has done, and then drop
to our knees with gratitude, praising God for
everything good in our lives… not based on our
feelings but based on the truth of his
accomplishments.

Seeking Understanding
But Paul doesn’t just pray with gratitude for what God
has done in transforming Christians into this holy, faithful
“band of brothers,” but he dedicates himself to praying that
those very Christians (including you and me) will understand
the truth of what God has done and the implications for our
lives.
And so, from the day we heard, we have not ceased
to pray for you, asking that you may be filled with
the knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and
understanding… (Colossians 1:9 ESV)
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Paul isn’t praying that we’ll obtain something new that
will make our new lives in Christ possible. He’s not praying
that we’ll somehow become the Ambassadors of Grace,
because he says we’ve already become Christ’s
representatives. No, Paul prays that we will understand what
is already ours… that we will know what God is up to, that
we’ll have a wise perspective of ourselves and the world
around us, and that we’ll understand all of this.
I can only imagine what it’s like for a newly-decorated
Sentinel of the Tomb to put on his uniform that first time he
would begin fulfilling the honorable ceremony with that
silver badge on his chest. Does he take a moment to stare at
himself in the mirror? Of course he does. He’s checking every
little detail to make sure that he’s doing it right, that he is
bringing full honor to the ones who have sacrificed
themselves for our sake. No cutting corners. No compromise.
But as he stares at himself and makes sure everything
that people will see is just right, is there a moment when he
kind of feels a little overwhelmed by the awe of it all? This is
him. This is his life. This is his mission. It’s real. It’s
happening. He has joined the ranks of a very few, elite,
committed tomb guards. Does the reality of it all just sort of
overwhelm him, filling him with pride, making it easy to
stand a little taller, walk a little straighter, well up with the
simple emotion of the ongoing memorial he has joined?
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Is there a moment when a new Sentinel of the Tomb just
sort of “gets it” in a new way… maybe even in a way that the
rest of us will never understand?
That’s what Paul is praying for the Colossians… and for
every follower of Christ. He prays that we’ll realize what has
happened, and that we are now dressed in the very
righteousness of Christ. We’ve put on the uniform, if you will.
We’re identified as belonging to him, as representing him, as
carrying out his instructions, his purpose, his mission. Does
it take our breath away? Does that reality fill us with a new
understanding of who we are and what our role is in life?
Oh, sure, we still have our unique name badges on our
new uniforms. Even though you and I and every other
follower of Christ shares this same new identity and honor
— even though we’re dressed the same because of the
transforming power of God’s grace, and even though God is
steadily using the unique events in our lives to make us more
and more like him — we retain our own sense of self. I’m
Scott and you’re you. Our name badges are distinct.
And, just like the Tomb Guards are of different heights,
and have different gender and hair color and skin color, the
new identity and mission that they share makes their
similarities and identity as Guards far more noticeable than
their distinctives as different people.
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Paul prays that we will understand this. That we’ll get it.
And, as a result, that you and I will join him in giving thanks
to God for making us this way. He prays that we will…
Give thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to
share in the inheritance of the saints in light.
(Colossians 1:12 ESV)

“Saints in light.” The holy ones who live in illumination,
understanding, vulnerability. Exposed… and exposing all
shadows. Shining so that others will see as well… and be led
from the darkness into this incredible new life, new identity,
and new honor along with us.
All because God, the Father, has qualified us to share in
this. He gets the credit.

Living the Honor
Which is why the very heart of Paul’s introductory
remarks in his letter to the Colossians — the verse which
becomes kind of the key thought of the entire letter for us —
the passage that would be really worth memorizing  — is
found in Colossians 1:10.
Paul says that he is constantly praying that we will be
“filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom
and understanding…”
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So as to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully
pleasing to him, bearing fruit in every good work
and increasing in the knowledge of God. (Colossians
1:10 ESV)

Ah… and there it is.


Be who you are.



Do what you do.



And always keep on growing.

Because God has transformed you into his hand-chosen,
divinely-loved, completely holy representative, “walk in a
manner worthy” of that.
When you make choices in life, remember who you are.
Choose what you know will please the Lord... not simply to
earn his approval, but because you already have his
approval. It was his gift.
God reached down to you in your life and extended his
hand to you. He loves you so much, and he’s eager for you to
share in the inheritance of his glory. So, at your most
unlovely moment, despite your sin and shame and
shortcomings, God reached out to you… whispered his love
to your soul… offered you complete forgiveness once-andfor all.
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And, if you grabbed hold of his hand — if you embraced
his invitation of grace and a new beginning — he picked you
up, dusted you off, and began his work. He stripped you of all
guilt and shame now and forever. Oh, sure, your ongoing
struggles to be who you now are can leave you feeling
condemned. We’ve all spent too much time in condemnation
that it’s easy to believe an old lie. But that’s not who we are
anymore.
God has brought an end to our old life — our old
identity. He has made us new. He has fitted us with a new
uniform, and ensured that everything is in place. As Peter
once wrote,
By his divine power, God has given us everything we
need for living a godly life. We have received all of
this by coming to know him, the one who called us
to himself by means of his marvelous glory and
excellence. (2 Peter 1:3 NLT)
God has done the transforming work in our lives, and
will continue to transform us as we live surrendered to him.
Now he beckons us to allow him to gently place his yoke
across our shoulders, to be bound to him, to accept the
mission, to experience his life and his agenda. We have
everything we need.
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So as to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully
pleasing to him, bearing fruit in every good work
and increasing in the knowledge of God. (Colossians
1:10 ESV)

Now “live a life worthy.” Be “fully pleasing to him.”
“Bear fruit.” Make a difference. Accomplish all the “good
works” that he sets before you. Serve God by serving others.
Be a part of the team. Sacrifice who you are and what you
have for his glory.
Be totally committed in every circumstance —






in scorching heat or freezing snow,
in joyous moments with easy relationships or heartbreaking crises with difficult people,
in an overflowing abundance of resources and
blessings or in desperate shortfalls and unimaginable
sacrifices.

Grow closer to God day-by-day, breath-by-breath,
discovering his love and grace afresh in each new
circumstances. He has transformed you. He has equipped
you. He will train you. He will empower you. And…
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He who began the good work within you, will
continue his work until it is finally finished on the
day when Christ Jesus returns. (Philippians 1:6 NLT)

Blessed!
This is your life now, if you have become a follower of
Christ and have embraced his grace by faith. You are not
who you once were. You are new. Now live it.
I’m seeking to live it with you. I’m hoping you and I will
constantly be reminding each other of who we are — as a
“band of brothers” (and sisters), continually encouraging
each other and challenging each other to live out the grace of
Christ with honor, fully pleasing the Lord, making a
difference, growing in our understanding of who God is and
who we are.
And, as we embrace this unimaginable honor of our new
identity, I leave you with the same blessing that Paul offered
the Colossian Christians in his letter so long ago.
Walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing
to him, bearing fruit in every good work and
increasing in the knowledge of God. (Colossians 1:10 ESV)
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May you be strengthened with all power, according
to his glorious might, for all endurance and patience
with joy, (Colossians 1:11 ESV)
giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you
to share in the inheritance of the saints in light.
(Colossians 1:12 ESV)

He has delivered us from the domain of darkness
and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved
Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness
of sins. (Colossians 1:13–14 ESV)

PRAYER • SONG: I Am New
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