STUDY 9 – COLOSSIANS 3:12-17
SO FAR

Paul has stressed in chapters 1 and 2 that the church are “in Christ”, united to him, and that as we live we should not move away from him, or think that there is more to be found that we don’t have in Christ (which is what the false teachers seem to be saying). In chapter 3 Paul tells us how we grow as Christians – by recognising who we are as new people in Christ, that we should set our hearts and minds on him, and that we should put to death those attitudes and actins which belong to our old nature.

THIS SECTION

Paul moves on to particularly focus on the way we relate to each other in the church. Negatively, he has already told us to rid ourselves of hate and wrong speech (vs 8-9), now he stresses the positive attitudes and actions which should characterise the way we relate to one another. The image Paul uses is that of clothes – we take off our old clothes which belong to our old life, we put on the new clothes which are appropriate for us as the bride of Christ. 

NOTES

12. Therefore as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.

Once more, Paul stresses who we are before he gives us commands for how to live. The church is “God’s chosen people”, as Israel were in the Old Testament, with the privilege of being “holy” (set apart for God) and “dearly loved”, so as a result our behaviour should reflect that. 
Just as in our personal lives we don’t just deal with our sin by clenching our teeth and fighting against it, but we also positively focus on Christ (vs 1-5), in the church we don’t just not lie to one another (for example), we positively put on the attitudes of Christ. We have “compassion” (merciful care for people in their need), kindness (which is how God treats us), humility (not full of pride), gentle (strength under control – see Ephesians 4:2), and patient, which is necessary for peace and unity.
13. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.

This verse shows us how we are to respond with people or situations in the church we may find difficult. We are to “bear with one another”. We do not have to confront another Christian every time we feel hurt by them, there are minor situations where we just need to recognise we are all sinners, and we all have different personality quirks, or realise that sometimes people just have bad days! This is especially a word for us at IPC where there are so many people from so many different backgrounds and cultures, and where offence can be easily taken if we are not ready to “bear with one another”. Seeing the best possible motive behind people’s words and actions is a good application of this principle (rather than jumping to conclusions).
We are to remember that God has forgiven us far more than we ever need to forgive another person. He has forgiven us fully and freely. This verse is not meant to put a limit on our forgiveness (we are not told we are allowed to bear a grudge because someone has not repented), but it is meant to encourage that forgiving attitude in us. 
14. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.

Love binds us together, and is the virtue which is always behind the attitudes mentioned in verses 12 and 13. 
15. Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful.

This “peace” is not referring to a subjective feeling of peace in my own heart, but the fact that we as a people are ruled by peace. We are united in Christ, so when we appreciate that we will see that it is a contradiction of who we are to be fighting one another. 

Thankfulness comes up time and again in Colossians (remember 1:12, 2:7). The problem with us when we lack peace with one another is that we have forgotten how much Jesus has done for us. The remedy is to thank him. 

16. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.

The attitudes in verses 12-15 will not come by themselves, we need God to produce them in us, and they come as we read and respond to his word. As a church we must be full of the word of Christ (notice this Christ centred description of the whole bible), and every Christian has a responsibility to teach and admonish their brother and sister. It is not just for apostles (see 1:28 – this is exactly what Paul says he does). We have a responsibility to each other to call each other on to maturity in Christ. 
The word also dwells in us as we sing together songs which are full of truths of scripture, and full of the joy and gratitude of knowing we are “in Christ”. 
Interestingly there is a parallel passage to this in Ephesians 5, but instead of saying “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly”, Paul says there “ be filled with the Spirit” (Eph 5:18), imply that the two ideas are very similar, if not identical. 
17. 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.  
This verse summarises the preceding verses. However we act, we must do it showing the character (“in the name of”) the Lord Jesus, and having him at the centre. The note of thankfulness continues, and Paul reminds us that we praise God the Father only through Jesus Christ.
SUGGESTED QUESTIONS

- Remember to ask some recap questions to remind people of the context, particularly of 3:1-11

How are we as the church described in verse 12? What incentive does this give us to obey these verses?
What are we to put on, as positive characteristics of our life as the church (vs 12-14)? Why do you think these things are mentioned?

Give practical examples of what it means to “bear with one another” (vs 13)?

Why is forgiving others so important (vs 13)?

What should rule in our hearts? Why? (vs 15)
How do we encourage one another on to live in this way? (vs 16) 
Is teaching and admonishing just for apostles and preachers? (compare 1:28 with 3:16)

Why do you think the need for thankfulness and gratitude is repeated throughout these verses (vs 15,16,17)? 

How does Paul summarise the teaching of these verses in verse 17?  
