STUDY 8 - COLOSSIANS 3:5-11

SO FAR
Although this is the most practical section of Colossians we must never separate it from what has gone before. The problem of the false teachers in Colossae is that they are separating Christian growth and obedience from Christ (2:16-25). Paul has continually stressed in chapters 1 and 2 that the way into the Christian life is the way on (particularly 2:6-7). 

In chapter 3 Paul has begun to show how we live as Christian in a Christ centred way. We remember who we are – new people in Christ, raised with him. As a result we set our minds and hearts on things above, and remember that who we truly are will be fully seen when Christ comes and we appear with him in glory. 
THIS SECTION

In this section Paul teaches us very practically how to deal with sin. Setting our hearts and minds on Christ will lead us to put to death every action which belonged to our old self. In a sense we are walking contradictions while we live on this earth – new people in Christ, but still sinning. Sin will be always present in the Christian, but it is never “normal”/what we should be. 

The particular sins Paul focuses on here are the root sins of idolatry which is expressed in sensuality (verse 5), and our attitudes to one another expressed through anger and speech (verses 9-10). Throughout this section we are reminded of who we are in Christ, and the unity we have as the church in Christ (vs 11).
NOTES
5. Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry.
Because we are united to Christ, raised with him (3:1) setting our hearts and minds on him will lead us to take radical action on our sin. Don’t miss the connection with 3:1-4 and the preceding 2 chapters!
We have died with Christ (2:9-15) so we now kill those attitudes and actions which belong to our old life (our “earthly nature” our unregenerate, sinful nature), not our new life in Christ. While we live on this earth we are new people, but we still have sinful natures which will pull us to sin. Yet we are freed from its power. Read Romans 8:1-11 for more detail on this. We will never be perfect and sinless in this life, but we should never make peace with our sin either. 
This is what used to be called the mortification of the flesh/mortification of sin. We do not allow sin to live in us, we derive our sinful thoughts and attitudes of the fuel they need to grow, and we take radical action against it. This is what Jesus was speaking of when he told us to gouge out our eye if it caused us to sin.
5 particular sinful attitudes are mentioned. They move from the external action (sexual immorality = any sexual activity outside of God’s command for sex within marriage), to the internal attitudes (evil desires and greed). The addition of the phrase “which is idolatry” points to why these particular sins are focused on – without God we worship ourselves and our desires and this is most clearly seen in our misuse of our sexual desires, and our desires for “more” (greed). 
6. Because of these, the wrath of God is coming.

It is inconsistent for a Christian to live in the sins mentioned in verse 5 because God’s wrath is coming because of those sins – and we have been saved from his wrath (1:13, 21-23). 
Notice the future certainty of the wrath of God. God in angry with sin and sinners and his wrath will be shown. This is not like human anger – a loss of temper – but his settled hostility to all that is evil rooted in his righteous character and justice. This is a deeply unpopular doctrine, but clearly taught here. 
7. You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived.

Again, the contrast between who we were and who we now are is stressed. Verse 5 used to be the consistent pattern of our life (we “walked in those ways”). We may not have been as bad as verse 5 seems, but our heart was idolatrous so the roots of those sins were there.
We do need to bear in mind though that Paul is writing to a church who had recently all become Christians, probably from a gentile (i.e. non Jewish) background. Had he been writing to an ex-Jewish church he may have stressed their outward morality and religiousness rather than their sensuality. Equally these verses are not saying we should pretend to have a wilder background than we have had (e.g. for children brought up I Christian homes). They are basic reminders of what life is like without Christ (whether we experienced it or not), and that gratifying those desires we all have is inconsistent with who we are now in Christ. 
8. But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander and filthy language from your lips.

5 more sinful actions and attitudes are listed, particularly focusing on how we respond to other people. There is such a thing as “righteous anger” but that is not what Paul is focusing on here – which is probably why he uses the word “rage” as well. This refers to outbursts of temper which often come from self obsessed hearts. Malice is that desire to do harm to others, and slander (the verbal defamation of character) is a practical example of this. Filthy language refers to obscene speech and abusive language. 
While these are more active sins than verse 5 it is clear that these can only be dealt with by working on the root problem – our hearts. Our mouth simply speaks an overflow of our heart attitudes. Anger, malice and slander all occur because we have put ourselves first in our hearts, above others. 

9. Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices

Lying is particularly focused on as a characteristic attitude of our “old self”. The devil, the ruler of this world, is the father of lies, and God is the God of truth, so we must be truthful people.
10. and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator.

Again, the fact that these are not rules for acceptance, but a working out of who we already are in Christ is stressed. Like a set of dirty clothes we have taken off our old sinful self, and we have be clothed with Christ “our new self” which is being renewed, as God makes us like him. Jesus Christ is the image of the invisible God (1:15), and we are becoming like him.
Again, just as in Paul’s prayer in 1:9-10, the connection between knowledge (of God and his will) and obedience is stressed. As we know God and his will, we grow and become what we are in Christ. If we are not “being renewed” we do not truly know God.
11. Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all.
“Here” refers the new self, as in this verse we are reminded that it is not who we are as individuals, but we are “in Christ” as a people, his body, his bride. This is why in particular sins of community are focussed on in this chapter – it makes no sense to lie to a brother or sister who is also united to Christ.

This verse is not making any point about roles within the church (e.g. whether women should preach etc). Paul is telling us that “in Christ” all divisions are destroyed and that we are united. “Christ is all” – this reminds us of 1:15-20. “Christ is in all” – by his Holy Spirit. 
Unity is therefore not something to be created, but lived out. We are united to each other because we are united to Christ, and we live that out corporately, we become who we are as the church, in the same way that we become who we are individually, by killing those attitudes and actions which belong to who we were and by recognising what Christ has done.  
SUGGESTED QUESTIONS

So far in Colossians…..how has Paul called us to live the Christian life? What do we need to remember? (recap particularly 3:1-4)

What are we told to do in verse 5? How does this connect to the preceding verses?

Why do you think those 5 things are mentioned in verse 5? What connects them?

How, practically, do we put them to death? 

What reasons are we given for doing this in verses 6 and 7?

What things in particular are mentioned in verses 8 and 9? What connects them? What is the root cause of these sins?

Why can we, and should we change our behaviour in these areas (look at verses 9 and 10)? 

Why is there such an emphasis on how we relate to one another in these verses (see verse 11)?  

