
ECF 19th May 2013 Cultivating the life of Christ Colossians 3:1-8 
Being critical is easier than being constructive.  It is relatively easy to criticize others in what they do or say, to highlight their 
failures and weaknesses, their bad decisions and poor lifestyle choices.  It is much more difficult to work out how better to 
deal with the issues that they’re facing or make better choices in our own lives.   
 
You see this in the political world where the opposition criticizes and condemns the government of the day for the mistakes 
they’re making – but often end up struggling with the same issues when they enter into power.   
 
And it happens in church too.  Growing up in church, I could see lots of things wrong with what our church leaders did.  But 
when it became my responsibility, I learned that it wasn’t as simple as I had thought!  
 
This is not to say that we shouldn’t confront problems.  As we’ve seen, in his letter to the Colossians, Paul strongly criticized 
the false teachers for their wrong teaching, destructive judgments, deceptive claims, enslaving legalism and most seriously 
of all their disconnection to Christ!   
 
But Paul didn’t stop at pointing out this error.  He also showed them how to address the issues in a God-honouring way!  
This is what Paul goes on to in this next section as he shows how we can to live for God by cultivating the life of Christ.  
Colossians 3:1-8: “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at 
the right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 3 For you died, and your life is now hidden 
with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.  
5 Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, 
which is idolatry. 6 Because of these, the wrath of God is coming. 7 You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. 
8 But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander and filthy language from your 
lips.”  
 
1. Seek what is Heavenly 
Nearly 9 years ago I was at Limerick, helping to run a summer kid’s camp in a church there.  It was a really busy and 
demanding week but it was also a really nice as we were being well fed by one of the women from the church and I was 
staying with a good friend. 
 
But my heart really was elsewhere, because Lorna was very pregnant with Kerry at the time.  In fact, she was due the week 
after.  And so every moment I could I was checking my phone to make sure everything was ok.  I knew that she was fine, as 
my parents were there looking after her, but I wanted to be there and I just couldn’t wait for the week to end.   
 
This is how Paul pictures the Christians in Colosse.  They are living in Colosse.  They have important work there and people 
there that demand their attention and their focus.  But if they’re going to live effectively for Christ, their hearts should be 
elsewhere.    
 
a) Be Devoted to things above 
He says: “set your hearts on things above.” Colossians 3:1  Paul wants our affections, what we value and desire, what we are 
seeking in life, what we’re striving for to be the things that belong to heaven and not to earth!   
 
This isn’t a desire and longing for the splendour of heaven, the glory or the majesty.  That could lead us back to the 
unhealthy interest in spiritual experiences of the false teachers!  Instead, our longing should be for the one who is 
enthroned there.   
 
In Psalm 84:1-2, this sons of Korah expressed this longing for the temple:  “How lovely is your dwelling-place, O Lord 
Almighty! 2 My soul yearns, even faints, for the courts of the Lord; my heart and my flesh cry out for the living God.” Psalm 
84:1–2 But we don’t long for the shadow of an earthly sanctuary with an limited access to God’s presence.  We long for the 
reality of the throne room of heaven, “where Christ is seated at the right hand of God.”  Colossians 3:1 
 
We should set our hearts on things above because he wants Christ to be what our hearts long for.  He wants our souls to 
long for his presence, his love, his peace, his joy.  He wants our greatest goal to be his sovereign reign in our lives and his 
glory in this world!  He wants Christ to be our devotion, to be our passion!   
 
b) Be Focussed on things above 
He also wants Christ to be our focus.  “Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.” Colossians 3:2 
 
This doesn’t mean we should never think about things to do with our life on earth.   That would require us to completely 



isolate us from everyday life – and that’s not what Paul wants at all.  We’ll see later on in this letter that following Christ 
should enable and empower us to be more involved and more loving and more committed as a church member, wife, 
husband, child, parent and even employee!   
 
But Paul is challenging us about our focus.  What do we concentrate on?  What dominates our thoughts? 
Are our minds focussed on the selfishness and sinfulness that is acceptable in this world?  Are we concentrating on just on 
what we can get out of our time here on earth?  Is our thinking just the same as those who have no faith in Christ? 
 
Or is our attention on something higher?  Is our attention on the things that matter in heaven?  Are we concentrating on 
Christ, focussing on him and his character?  Are we seeking God’s will, his purpose and plan for our lives?  “Do not conform 
any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and 
approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” Romans 12:2  
 
c) Because that is where we belong 
But why?  Why should our hearts be devoted to heaven and our minds focussed on it?  Well, it is because that’s where we 
belong.   
 

i) We died with Christ 
We don’t belong in this world anymore, “For you died.” Colossians 3:3  Through our faith in Christ, we are identified with 
him in his death.  When he died, our old life under the weight of our sin and the judgement of God, died too.  In him, our 
death sentence was carried out.   
 
So we’ve been set free from the slavery to the rules and regulation of the religious systems of this world.  We are now 
“aliens and strangers in the world.” 1 Peter 2:11.  We no longer belong to this world of sin, death and decay.  
 
There is a story about two sisters who enjoyed wild parties.  But then they came to faith in Christ.  And so when the next 
invitation to a party came, they sent their RSVP in these words: “We regret that we cannot attend because we recently 
died.”  
We died with Christ – and so this world no longer is our devotion or focus.   
 

ii) We’ve been raised with Christ   
Instead our affection and our attention should be on heaven, because “You have been raised with Christ.” Colossians 3:1  If 
we’ve trusted in Jesus, if we’ve accepted him as the forgiver or our sins and the leader of our lives, then we share in the 
resurrection life of Christ.  
 
“When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature, God made you alive with Christ.” 
Colossians 2:13  Through God’s amazing grace and Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, and the renewing power of the Spirit, we, 
who used to be dead in our sins, are now alive in him!   
 
As Paul says, “Christ, who is your life.” Colossians 3:4  He is the source of our life.  He is the centre of our new life.  And this 
life is eternal and incorruptible.  “Our citizenship is in heaven.” Philippians 3:20.  Heaven is our home.  And so this is where 
our heart belongs.  This is what our mind should be focussed on.   
 

iii) We will appear with Christ 
Of course these heavenly realities are not immediately obvious just now.  Paul says “Your life is now hidden with Christ in 
God.” Colossians 3:3   
 
Our union with Christ is a present reality, but it is not something that we or others can clearly see.  Our heavenly life is not 
visible just now.  We experience the struggle and weakness and limitation of this earth.  John says, “Now we are children of 
God, and what we will be has not yet been made known.” 1 John 3:2  
 
But even although our heavenly life is unseen just now, it is secure, because we are hidden in Christ, safely held in his hand.  
And one day, what we are will be fully revealed: “When Christ… appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.” 
Colossians 3:4  One day our journey on earth will be over.  One day we’ll leave all of what we see behind.  One day heaven 
will be our full experience.   
 
So that is why we set our hearts and our minds on things above – we don’t belong here.  Heaven is where we are heading – 
and heaven is our eternal home.  “So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is 
temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.” 2 Corinthians 4:18  



2. Get Rid of What is Earthly 
And as we do this, we need to turn our backs on what belongs to this worldly system and get rid of everything that is earthly 
in our lives.   
 
In September 1996 Manila was once again in the grip of a cholera outbreak.  300 people were suffering acutely from this 
dreaded disease, and 7 had already died. 
 
The cause of this outbreak was clear.  In the rainy season the street and sewage canals of Manila become flooded and 
clogged.  Flies and cockroaches proliferate and become carriers of the cholera germs. 
 
So the mayor of Manila came up with an unusual plan.  He put a bounty on flies and cockroaches.  He offered 1 peso for 
every 10 flies brought dead or alive to health officials and 1.5 pesos for every 10 cockroaches.  “If we kill all the flies at 
once,” a health official stated, “we can stop the spread of these diseases.”  
 
a) Kill off earthly desires 
Paul had a similar kind of plan to get rid of all that is earthly in our lives!  He wanted us to kill them off.  “Put to death, 
therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature.”  Colossians 3:5   
 
These are the wrong desires that still live in our hearts.  Things like “sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and 
greed.” Colossians 3:5  Not until we see Jesus face to face shall we be finally free from them – but that is no excuse to allow 
them to dominate our lives just now.   
 

i) They impact our fellowship with God 
God is against these things.  “Because of these, the wrath of God is coming.” Colossians 3:6  They cause his anger because 
these attitudes are a rejection of his purity and holiness and they separate people from God!     
 
And so allowing these desires to stay in our hearts will allow them to impact our fellowship with God.  “If we claim to have 
fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth.” 1 John 1:6   
 
They won’t break our relationship with God, because that is secure in Christ – but it will impact our enjoyment of this 
relationship!  And so we need to deal ruthlessly with them, to root them out.  
 
b) Put off earthly behaviour 
And we need to get rid of earthly behaviour: “You must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, 
slander and filthy language from your lips.”  Colossians 3:8  These things are inconsistent with following Christ.  They are not 
holy or loving.   
 

i) They impact our fellowship with others 
Paul focuses in here on harmful and sinful use of words maybe because he knows how difficult it is for us to control what 
we say, and because of the great damage that our words can do: “No man can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of 
deadly poison.” James 3:8  
 
Uncontrolled words are especially dangerous in the local church, where they can destroy relationships and divide churches.  
And that’s what Paul will go on to focus on, as we’ll see next week. 
 
And so we can’t compromise with this earthly behaviour.  We need to be ruthless in getting rid of it.  We need to throw it 
away.   
c) Live out our new life 
But we can’t do this in our own strength, simply by trying harder or imposing stricter rules on ourselves.  As we saw last 
week, even the strict laws and rules of the legalists cannot change our hearts and the behaviour that comes from them. 
 
That is why we need to realize that these earthly desires and behaviours all belong to a way of life that Christ has already 
dealt with: “You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived.”  Colossians 3:7 
 
If we have accepted Christ into our lives, if we have put our trust in him as the forgiver of our sins and the leader of our 
lives, then we have a brand new life.  “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” 2 
Corinthians 5:17 
 
We have a new nature, a new goal, a new power, a new Lord, all as a gift of God’s grace.  And so we don’t need to allow 



those things that we used to do, say or be to remain in our lives.  That old life is gone.  We have a new life now.  And so Paul 
is simply calling us to live out the new life that Christ has created in us.  It is not about changing ourselves, it is about 
cultivating the life of Christ in us – letting Christ change us.   
 
With God’s help, through his patience, love and grace, we can steadily, patiently, gradually, put on the life of Christ and 
allow him to transform our lives:  “We, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his 
likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord.” 2 Corinthians 3:18  
 

i) Don’t feed the old life 
This is the work of God in our life by his Spirit – but he will only work as far as we allow him.  We need to co-operate with 
him as he works to empower us to live out the new life. 
 
How do we do this?  Well one way is by refusing to feed what belongs to the earthly nature!  Paul says: “Count yourselves 
dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.” Romans 6:11  When we accept that old way of life is dead and gone, we will 
refuse to feed it, cultivate it, give it opportunity to express itself. 
 
This means being careful about what we watch on TV or on the internet, the kinds of books and magazines that we read, 
the gossip we listen to, the discussions we are part of.  It means refusing to do anything that gives our earthly nature food 
to grow, time to develop, or opportunity for expression! 
 
Conclusion 
This is how we cultivate the life of Christ.  This is how we explore and enjoy all that Christ died to give us.  It is not through 
external rules, regulations and rituals imposed on us.  Rather it is through a change that comes from the inside out!   
 
We need to be committed to getting rid of all that belongs to our sinful nature – the earthly desires and behaviour that used 
to dominate us – reckoning it to be part of a life that is no longer ours! 
 
And instead we need to be devoted to Christ and focussed on him – seeking the things of heaven – because we know that 
we have been raised with Christ and one day we will reign with him! 
 
Are we willing to do that?  Are we willing to put to death all the junk in our lives, and instead turn our hearts and minds 
completely to Christ?  Are we willing to say that Christ is my everything? 
Video: You’re my everything. 
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