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The Uniforms We Wear
My very first job — well, beyond mowing lawns for an
apartment complex or delivering newspapers from my bike
before sunrise — my very first job was at a restaurant.
I started with making the desserts, but quickly moved to
a role out on the floor as a server. In time, I became a trainer,
then an assistant manager, then (for a very short while) a
manager.
I worked in restaurants all the way through college,
making fairly good money but keeping crazy hours… which,
now that I think of it, fit perfectly with my crazy college
years.
Every restaurant required a different uniform —
something that matched the theme of the place. Some of
them were very casual (I really liked the polo shirts and
khakis at the American kitchen-style place where I met
Margo). Some were much more formal (serving large
platters of food in a tie and long sleeves looks better but isn’t
as comfortable).
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Oh, there were some other jobs along the way, such as
selling men’s clothes for Neiman-Marcus, or working
overnight security for a company while in grad school.
But I thought when I became a Pastor, the whole idea of
wearing a uniform would go away. I mean, I’m not part of a
liturgical tradition where the clergy wear collars or robes or
any special vestments, so no more dress code, right? Wrong.
When I was a Pastor to College & Career Students in
California & Illinois, I found myself dressing like the students
I worked with. Admittedly, not much of a uniform, I admit,
but it was a conscious choice. (And I had a whole lot of tshirts represeting all the different schools of the students in
those days.) But on Sunday mornings, when I was up on the
platform in that big, formal church, I was always in a coat &
tie.
In Nebraska, coat & tie on a Sunday was required. In
fact, looking out across the audience in those days, you’d
almost think it was required of the congregation, too.
Everyone dressed up for church. But what really surprised
me was a Policy Manual from that church’s leadership which
required that all Pastoral Staff have a coat & tie available to
them at the office… in case we had to meet with anyone, or in
case we got called to the hospital. Like most businesses, that
church believed in a dress code that established a certain
“professional” look and feel for its staff.
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In Arizona, dress codes quickly went out the window. As
a church planter, I was able to influence the growing culture
of that new congregation. Naturally, my California roots
were unleashed. I was eager to be in a church where my
neighbors — people who didn’t usually go to church —
could walk in the door and feel immediately comfortable in
whatever they were wearing… because everyone else was
already dressed just like them. (Hey, there are enough
barriers for newcomers to discover Christ without making
them feel like they have to conform to a dress code first.) So
t-shirts, shorts, and flip-flops were common under the
Arizona sun.
Here at Hope, we’ve pretty much done away with the
expectations of dress codes, too. “Come as you are” is more
than just a theological value for us, demonstrating how
Christ meets us right where we’re at; it’s reflected in a
church family that’s comfortable with blazers and jeans,
dresses and shorts, t-shirts and ties all worshiping side by
side. It just doesn’t matter what you look like, and I love it.
But I continue to be surprised when I run into the
expectations of dress codes in our community… little
reminders that people are watching us and thinking about
what they assume we’re like. I visited someone in the
hospital one evening this past week. When I showed up and
asked the desk clerk for the room number past visiting
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hours, there was a momentary pause. She looked at me
skeptically, and did not move to check the name for me on
her computer screeen. I explained that I was a Pastor (which
usually gets me right in at most hospitals). Immediately, the
desk clerk looked me up and down. I was in jeans, sneakers,
and a hoodie. It was obvious that I didn’t look like a Pastor in
her mind, and she seemed reluctant to share the room
number with me for a moment. When I slid a business card
across the counter, her whole attitude changed… confirming
that I was right that she was judging me based on what I
looked like (and what she expected a Pastor to dress like).
I run into the same thing when I’m with a group of
people in the community who might not have any
connection to church. Midway into a conversation that may
have included all sorts of “salty” language, when someone
asks what I do for a living and discover that I work for a
church, they often apologize for cussing and the tone of the
conversation changes. They’re revealing an underlying
expectation.
You may encounter the same thing when people assume
you belong to a particular political party because of your
faith, or anything like that. It’s all about the labels we wrap
ourselves in… and the behaviors we wrap ourselves in.
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The Purpose of Our Uniforms
The apostle Paul even has some thoughts on this subject
in his letter to the Colossians. He spends the first half of
chapter 3 talking about what we should do and not do. And
he uses the metaphors of “putting off” certain things and
“putting on” other things. “Draping” or “dressing” ourselves
with certain choices that reflect our identity in Christ.
It’s not that the “uniform” (if you will) defines our
identity. Hey, anyone can put on a costume and pretend to be
someone. I could slip into a long white lab coat this morning
but you still shouldn’t trust me as your surgeon.
But the uniform reflects an identity.




When you’re being shoe-horned into the coach
section of an airplane and have a problem with your
seat assignment, you can look around for that familiar
polyester uniform and recognize an individual as
working for the airline.
When you’re in a confusing, panicked crowd situation
and are unsure of what to do, seeing those two
individuals dressed in officers uniforms complete
with badges and patches clues you in that they’ve
been entrusted with some level of authority and
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expectation by our society to protect you and keep
you safe.
The uniform doesn’t turn the person into a flight
attendant or a police officer, but it helps you recognize who
they are in the middle of a crowd.
It’s the very same thing with the behaviors Paul
describes in Colossians 3. And it’s really important we
understand this, because everything that follows depends
upon it.
Our behaviors don’t determine our identity.
Our behaviors reveal our identity.
Keep in mind that the first 2 chapters of Colossians
talked a lot about our identity — who we are in Christ.




Paul calls us “saints,” people who are made perfectly
holy and pure because all of our moral shortcomings,
sins, and failures have been nailed to the cross with
Christ and done away with.
Paul reminds us that we have been entrusted with the
tremendous honor of representing Christ to the rest
of the world. It’s appropriate that people look for us,
that we stand out in the crowd, that our message of
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hope and grace is unique amidst the noise of selfindulgence and conflict in the world.
And all of this translates into instructions for what our
lives should look like:
Since you have been raised to new life with Christ,
set your sights on the realities of heaven, where
Christ sits in the place of honor at God’s right hand.
Think about the things of heaven, not the things of
earth. (Colossians 3:1-2 NLT)
You and I are living our lives in the context of space and
time, in the midst of a physical universe, locked into these
mortal physical bodies. The stuff of this world — the
circumstances and relationships that we encounter every
day — are the first thing to hit our very physical senses… the
things we see and hear, touch and taste.
But God beckons us to focus our thoughts beyond this
world, because there’s a greater truth that is far beyond the
limitations of space and time.
If our attention is consumed by the stuff of this world,
we’ll invest all our energy into attempting to manipulate our
circumstances and relationships in order for life in this
world to be more satisfying. It only makes sense. But that’s
like trying to come up with the perfect uniform. It’s like
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trying to forge our identity through our behavior (sinful,
righteous, or otherwise).
But if we focus our attention on Christ, and if we invest
ourselves in the reality of what Christ has done to redeem us
and transform us, we end up living out of the truth of our
new identity in him. Our behavior reflects who we are
instead of trying to create who we think we should be.
As Paul reminds us,
For you died to this life, and your real life is hidden
with Christ in God. And when Christ, who is your
life, is revealed to the whole world, you will share in
all his glory. (Colossians 3:3-4 NLT)
Therefore, Paul says, let the truth of who you are —
your “real life, hidden with Christ in God, Christ who is your
very life and the promise of your everlasting glory” — let that
truth be revealed in the way that you live.
Focus on who you are, and that will determine what
you do.
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Get Rid Of…
So what will that look like on a day-to-day basis? What
behaviors will we drape upon us to identify who we are in
Christ?
Paul starts by talking about all the things we need to get
rid of our in our closets… the ugly old rags that we used to
wear before being made new in Christ.
I know, I know… I’ve got that favorite old sweatshirt,
too. You know, that one really grungy old thing that we still
like to wear because we think it’s comfortable, or because
we think it makes us look good, or because it’s attached to
some old memory. In the same way, most of us have those
ugly old behaviors in our lives that we cling to because
they’re familiar, or they make us feel good, or they’ve just
become a habit.
Paul grabs those ugly rags, holds them up in the light,
and says to throw ‘em out. Burn them. Bury them. Let them
be dead and gone, over and done with.
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Sensual Sins
So put to death the sinful, earthly things lurking
within you. Have nothing to do with sexual
immorality, * impurity, lust, and evil desires. Don’t
be greedy, for a greedy person is an idolater,
worshiping the things of this world. (Colossians 3:5 NLT)
* Literally

πορνεία [porneía], which covers every misuse

of God’s gift of physical intimacy, from fornication to prostitution…
anything where one person uses another person for
their own pleasure, any deviation other than one man
and one woman bound together in marriage.

He lists off a bunch of sensual sins — things that feed
our senses. Feeding the biological appetites of our flesh in
any manner other than the beauty of a husband and wife
sharing the intimate drama of becoming one. Feeding the
materialistic appetites of our flesh by hording conveniences
and luxury, thinking we’ll make ourselves happy (or at least
more secure) by gathering tangible things around us and
being stingy with our resources.
He likens the sensual sin to idolatry — literally
worshipping the stuff that’s been created instead of
honoring the Creator of all stuff. It’s like choosing who we
want to be God rather than surrendering ourselves to the
only one who really is God.
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And… it’s not who we are. Our new lives, our real lives,
are bound to Christ. As Paul wrote the Christians over in
Corinth,
The person who is joined to the Lord is one spirit
with him. (1 Corinthians 6:17 NLT)
One πνεῦμά [pneúma], one breath (as in “the breath of
life”), bound to him in some mysterious, wondrous,
intangible way. Paul draws a parallel between the purity of a
husband and a wife becoming one, but indicates that our
union with Christ goes much further, much deeper.
…Christ, who is your life… (Colossians 3:4 NLT)
…Paul says.
And because Christ is our life, and because…
You also are complete through your union with
Christ… (Colossians 2:10 NLT)
(Past tense. Already done. Not “will be” but “already
are.”) Because we are — right now — “complete in Christ,”
and our “real life is hidden with Christ” and we are “setting
our sights on the reality of heaven” — we can throw out the
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ugly old rags of our sensual sin. Our needs are fully met, and
we are already complete, in Christ.

Social Sins
And we can chuck out our old social sins as well —
those rotten, damaged ways of thinking and feeling and
relating to other people.
Paul continues…
You used to do these things when your life was still
part of this world. (Colossians 3:7 NLT)
But now is the time to get rid of anger, rage,
malicious behavior, slander, and dirty * language.
(Colossians 3:8 NLT)

* Or “abusive,” “shameful,” “obscene”
Don’t lie to each other, for you have stripped off
your old sinful nature and all its wicked deeds.
(Colossians 3:9 NLT)

Malice, cruelty, hurtful behavior, ugly words, cursing,
lying… it’s not who you are any more. It’s not your identity.
So don’t drape yourself in the uniform of an unredeemed life.
Set your focus on Christ and the realities of your union with
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him, your new life with him, and allow that relationship to
tear away the rags of your old life and your old sins.

Put On…
Ah, so… what to wear? What to wear?  What does our
“new uniform” look like (so to speak)? What choices do we
make that reflect our new identity and our bonds to Christ?
Paul writes:
Put on your new nature, * and be renewed as you
learn to know your Creator and become like him.
(Colossians 3:10 NLT)

* Or the “new you,” the “new identity”
Catch the words Paul uses here because they’re
significant.
We are already made new. We have been given a new
identity in Christ. So put on that new identity which is
complete and finished and perfected.
But the reflection of that new identity is “being
renewed.” If we’ve truly and fully “set our sights on the
realities of heaven,” — if we’re “thinking the things of heaven
and not the things of earth,” as Paul tells us earlier in this
chapter — then we might not notice what’s happening as we
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walk through our day-to-day experiences in the context of
space and time. But, more likely, because the stuff of this
world and our daily experiences are so in-our-face, it may be
hard to miss.
The truth is that sometimes our behavior doesn’t match
our new identity. Even though that new identity is complete,
our experience of that new identity is still in the process of
transformation. The way we think, the way we feel, the
choices that we make… they’re changing. They’re being
made new.
How? “As we learn to know our Creator” — as we grow
in our understanding and knowledge, as Paul has prayed for,
and as we grow in our relationship with the God who knows
us and loves us and transforms us — then we “become like
him.” Oh, maybe not in terms of his immutable attributes.
I’m not expecting to be omniscient any time soon, for
example.
Yet the more we hang out with Christ, the more we start
acting like him. we start thinking like him. We get to the
point where we can finish each other’s sentences.
The reality of who Christ is and who I am in union with
him beyond this world starts to “rub off” on the way I think
and behave in this world.
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It doesn’t matter where you’ve come from; it only
matters who you are becoming. As Paul continues,
In this new life, it doesn’t matter if you are a Jew or
a Gentile, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbaric,
uncivilized, slave, or free. Christ is all that matters,
and he lives in all of us. (Colossians 3:11 NLT)
Hey, that’s pretty cool. It’s the thing that binds us
together as a church family, too. Think about it: If I’m
becoming more like him, and you’re becoming more like
him, and we’re both starting to reflect his passions and
priorities and purposes, then we’re becoming more like each
other, too.
At the risk of pushing a metaphor too far, we start
“wearing the new uniform,” if you will. We start standing out
in a crowd together. People will look at us and see that we
belong to Christ, because our hearts and attitudes and
actions start to resemble Christ’s.
What does that look like? Well, we’re no longer draped
in the filthy rags of our old sensual and social sins. Instead…
Since God chose you to be the holy people he loves,
you must clothe yourselves with tenderhearted
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mercy, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience.
(Colossians 3:12 NLT)

Paul talks about how we treat others — tenderly, kindly,
mercifully — literally “from the bowels” or “from the deepest
place of compassion” within us. Because we are God’s holy
people and have discovered his infinite love toward us, we
share that love with others. It’s who we are now.
And Paul talks about the attitude we reflect — humility
(or, literally, “diminished,” “smaller,” “less about ourselves”),
gentleness, patience… a patience that is reflected in the way
we…
Make allowance for each other’s faults, and forgive
anyone who offends you. Remember, the Lord
forgave you, so you must forgive others. (Colossians
3:13 NLT)

Yeah… but… that’s hard, right? I mean, I know some of
your stories, and some of you know mine. Cut each other
slack? Okay. Forgive… anyone… who offends us? The way
Christ forgives us? No consequences remaining for our sin?
Welcoming us? Pursuing relationship with us?
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How to Get Dressed
Hey, frankly, all of this is hard… if we’re the ones trying
to do it. But, thankfully, “Christ is our life” now, right? Once
we seek God’s forgiveness, entrust ourselves to what Christ
has done on the cross on our behalf, and surrendered
ourselves to his leading, we become new people. And we’re
united with him.
Jesus is the one who makes us new, and Jesus is the one
who continues renewing us so that what is true of our spirits
outside of space and time becomes true of our experiences
inside of space and time.
It’s all about him. It’s always and only all about him.
He is before all things, and in him all things hold
together. (Colossians 1:17 ESV)
For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to
dwell. (Colossians 1:19 ESV)
As you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in
him. (Colossians 2:6 ESV)
Be rooted and built up in him and established in the
faith. (Colossians 2:7 ESV)
You have been filled in him. (Colossians 2:10 ESV)
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Notice anything here? Our life is in him. So our victory
is in him. Our ability to clothe ourselves in the “uniform” of
our new identity, draped in his righteousness, looking like
him, is rooted in our connection to him!
So Paul can say with all boldness:
And above all these put on love, which binds
everything together in perfect harmony. (Colossians
3:14 ESV)

If all of this “new identity” stuff gets confusing, and if
you’re struggling to figure out what choice to make in any
circumstance or any relationship, just remember this: God so
loved the world… God so loved you… Now go do the loving
thing. Everything about who we are and about experiencing
the life of Christ is bound up in this incredible idea: love.
And when we get that down… when we’re wrapped up
in the garments of God’s love, and when it’s God’s love that
motivates us and shapes our perspective of this world and of
other people, then things fall into place. We draw closer to
Christ and become more like him, and there’s this
indescribable… “tranquility.” Paul uses the word εἰρήνη
[eiréne] — everything being right, everything being as it
should be, everything being at peace.
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And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to
which indeed you were called in one body. And be
thankful. (Colossians 3:15 ESV)
Very quickly the love and peace and righteousness that
we experience as individuals begins to resonate with us
when we come together as God’s people — as folks wearing
that same “uniform” of our new identity.
Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching
and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing
psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with
thankfulness in your hearts to God. (Colossians 3:16 ESV)
A collection of God’s people should become one
unquenchable celebration, if we’re all “thinking about the
things of heaven,” as Paul tells us.
And, you know what? Maybe the world should place that
expectation upon us. Certainly this chapter in Colossians
does. Certainly God does.
Perhaps misguided ideas of how a Pastor should dress
are messed up, but maybe it’s a good thing if the world takes
a good look at what we’ve clothed ourselves in. It’s funny —
even people who are still struggling with the idea that God
exists, much less that he loves them and offers them a new
Page 19 of 20

life… even folks who don’t know God have some kind of
expectation about those of us who do. We should be avoiding
sensual and sexual sins because we’ve been forgiven and set
free from those. And we should be pouring out kindness and
mercy, tenderness and encouragement, because that’s
exactly what Jesus would do. And, after all, Jesus is our life
now.
So, in the end…
Whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in
the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God
the Father through him. (Colossians 3:17 ESV)
As people who have been rescued, forgiven, accepted,
and made alive in Christ, all that’s left is for us to live out
that truth day by day.
Doing everything for Jesus. Doing everything in the
empowerment of Jesus. And giving thanks for all that Jesus
has done for us.

PRAYER • SONG: Forgiven (by Johnson, Moore, Riddle, & Taylor)
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